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P R E F A C E  T O  T H E  S E C O N D  E D I T I O N

When this book first appeared in 1999, online courses were a new and novel

way of teaching and learning. The World Wide Web, as we know it now,

had only been in existence for a few years. Few course management systems existed,

and the only books available on the topic of online learning focused mainly on how

to set up a Web page by using HTML, devoting little or no attention to how to teach

online. As frustrated as our colleagues with the lack of literature on this topic, we

set out to explore the territory of online teaching and not focus on the technology

involved with course delivery. Our book was one of the first to address the issue of

online teaching. Even so, given that so few instructors were actually teaching on-

line at the time, it took a while before the book was “discovered.” Once it was, how-

ever, it quickly became a popular text, and we were truly humbled by its success.

We were two online instructors who were relatively new to the field ourselves and

who were interested in sharing what we had learned thus far with our colleagues.

We never imagined that the book would lead us to working with faculty all over

the world, training them to develop good courses and to teach effectively online.

Nor did we expect to continue to write about this area, as we have.

The world of online teaching has changed significantly since 1999, but the orig-

inal version of this book continues to be read and used as a text in courses on in-

structional design and in online teaching. Consequently, there was a demand from

our readers for an updated edition that would take us from where we were in our

thinking about online learning communities in 1999 to where we are today, but

with a request that many of the basic concepts be left untouched. The second edi-

tion, then, contains updated information about our approach and what we have

continued to learn over the years in terms of best practices in online learning.
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Many of the original resources cited in the 1999 edition have been used again in

this one because they represent the work of the “pioneers” in this field, such as

Linda Harasim and David Jonassen.

We predicted in 1999 that online learning communities would become an area

of study, and it has. This book includes up-to-date research findings in the area of

community-building online. In addition, we have updated the terminology used,

provided current examples of the material discussed, and expanded those exam-

ples into disciplines beyond the social sciences. It is our hope that with this new,

expanded, and updated information the book will continue to meet a need for

both new and seasoned online instructors by addressing the important topic of

how to maximize the human-to-human contact that is so important to the learn-

ing process online.

THE CURRENT LANDSCAPE OF ONLINE LEARNING
Since we wrote the first edition, online distance learning has become common-

place. The explosive growth of the Internet has contributed to the increasing pop-

ularity of this type of learning, along with a desire to reach students at a distance to

increase enrollments and to provide a type of education that is in demand by stu-

dents. The National Center for Educational Statistics (2003) reports that in

2000–2001, 52 percent of institutions that had undergraduate programs offered

credit-granting distance education courses at the undergraduate level, and college-

level, credit-granting distance education courses were offered at the graduate/first-

professional level by 52 percent of institutions that had graduate/first-professional

programs. Public two-year institutions had the largest number of enrollments in

distance education offerings in 2000–2001, a trend that has continued since then.

These statistics show that the original belief that online distance education was

only for nontraditional, adult students has not held up over time. Granted, many

nontraditional students are enrolled in two-year community college programs, but

so are students right out of high school, who are also taking classes online.

Course offerings for online courses now span all disciplines. In the first edition

of this book, we presented a sample of courses then being offered to illustrate that

online learning was indeed growing. We smile now to think about how impressed

we were then with an assortment of courses that included disciplines such as Eng-

lish, business, and computer science. Today, we see almost everything being offered

online, from math and science classes to art and even dance. The emergence of new
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technologies has made almost anything possible—a trend that will continue into

the future.

ONLINE LEARNING COMMUNITIES REVISITED
In this book we will be revisiting the concept of community building in online dis-

tance education, along with its inherent benefits, problems, and concerns. Online

learning now takes more than one form, including the use of technology to en-

hance a face-to-face class, a hybrid class that combines both face-to-face meetings

and online work, and fully online courses. Many of our colleagues have postulated

that the technology enhancement of face-to-face courses has effectively begun to

blur the distinctions between online and face-to-face classes. The use of synchro-

nous media and virtual classrooms has grown and is affecting how we view com-

munity. Although most of our discussion relates to the use of asynchronous

technologies for online discussion, we also discuss the use of synchronous media

and its role in community building. Community building as the means by which

online education is delivered pervades all forms of online learning and all forms

of technology and needs to be considered regardless of how the course is delivered.

The shift to online distance learning continues to pose enormous challenges to

instructors and their institutions. Some faculty members still believe that the on-

line classroom is no different from the traditional one—that the approaches that

work face-to-face will work when learners are separated from them and from each

other by time and distance. Others feel that the online classroom is simply not as

robust or rigorous and not worthy of their consideration, a belief that has caused

those of us who teach online to overcompensate and create classes so full of content

and activities that sometimes our students simply cannot keep up. When learning

moves out of the classroom and into the online arena, we must pay attention to

many issues that we take for granted in the face-to-face classroom. We need not

apologize for online classes; when done well, they are every bit as rigorous as face-

to-face education. But we do need to pay attention to the differences inherent in

this form of teaching in order to develop high-quality courses that are every bit as

rigorous as their face-to-face counterparts and perhaps even more so.

Some examples of difference that are brought to our attention every day by the

faculty we train to do online work derive from questions such as, How do we know

when a student is engaged with the subject matter? How do we account for atten-

dance and participation? How do we deal with students who are not participating?
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How can we recognize and deal with disagreement and conflict? How do we ef-

fectively use the discussion board? What has happened to the lecture? Is it really

necessary to focus on community building at the start of a course? Educators and

trainers who are already familiar with online education will find these issues still

relevant because they relate to the ways in which the instructor establishes his or

her own presence online and assists students in developing theirs, as well as how

content is delivered.

Our early work in online learning helped create, for us, the beginnings of a model

for effective online distance education. This model includes deliberate attempts to

build community as a means of promoting collaborative learning. Embedded within

community building are the active creation of knowledge and meaning, collabora-

tive activities, opportunities for reflection, and the purposeful empowerment of

participants to become experts at their own learning. We have concluded through

our work that the construction of a learning community, with the instructor par-

ticipating as an equal member, is the key to a successful outcome and is the vehicle

through which online education is best delivered. What is most effective about our

approach is its simplicity and the fact that it does not depend on any one form of

technology. It is about using our best practices as educators and applying them in

a completely different environment. Tried and true techniques used face-to-face in

the classroom often do not work when the classroom is virtual.

Community building online and many other aspects of online learning have

been and are currently under study in many venues. In fact, a large body of liter-

ature on these topics has appeared since the first edition of this book was released

in 1999. We incorporate some of the recent thinking of our colleagues as well as

our own to bring what we know about the online learning community into the

present day.

This book also emerges out of our own experience as online faculty. We often

tell our audiences when we speak and train that we have made every mistake pos-

sible in our online teaching, and those mistakes have been our teachers. They have

helped us continue to develop and refine our approach to online teaching, as well

as the model we use to develop and teach our classes. How to develop online learn-

ing communities has been the focus of our work since we delivered our first on-

line course in 1993. More and more often, we are asked to consult to educational

institutions where distance learning programs have been implemented but have

not had successful outcomes or are not satisfactory to those involved, or with in-

stitutions that have begun to use online learning but wish to make their courses
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more interactive and to include a learning-community approach. Many institu-

tions are lured by attractive software packages or by the prospect of reducing costs

and increasing their student population through the use of distance education.

These can certainly be benefits. However, focusing on these elements and ignor-

ing what it takes to learn in this environment can be expensive mistakes.

In this book we share our approach—as well as our successes and our difficul-

ties—with our colleagues who wish to deliver online learning more effectively. The

book is designed to be useful to anyone engaged in the process of online work, be

they academics, group facilitators, or those working in networked organizations

or delivering corporate training programs online. It is written both for faculty who

have been teaching online and wish to discover new ideas to incorporate into their

practice and for those who are embarking on this journey. It will help new faculty

make the transition from the face-to-face classroom to the virtual classroom and

more fully understand the new approaches and skills they will need if they are to be

successful. It will also help veteran faculty who have been teaching online to im-

prove their practice by focusing on community-building skills to enhance the de-

livery of their classes. Others who will find the book useful are department chairs

and deans responsible for the development and delivery of online offerings, those

responsible for faculty and instructional development, and instructional design-

ers who are working with all of those groups in order to make the transition to on-

line teaching work.

This book is not about technology per se. Neither is it about the use of com-

puter-assisted instruction, wherein a student interacts only with a software pack-

age installed on a computer, an approach often used in corporate training settings.

We are concerned with software and hardware only as vehicles in the creation of

an environment that is conducive to learning. The process of teaching and learn-

ing through the creation of an online community is our concern. We have gleaned

from our experience a number of techniques and approaches that work well in on-

line courses, which we now apply in every class we teach. We present these tech-

niques, along with examples and questions to consider, to help with their

implementation. Because we teach in the social sciences, our own examples and

cases emerge from that discipline. However, we are including examples provided

by our colleagues who teach in the sciences, computer science, mathematics, and

humanities to help illustrate our approach in those disciplines as well. We also en-

courage readers from disciplines other than the behavioral sciences to seek out col-

leagues across the country who are teaching classes online. Instructors teaching
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online frequently make their materials available on the Internet, welcoming com-

ments and questions about their courses and experiences. At the end of the book,

we provide some resources that instructors can use to assist them in finding some

of these courses and to assist them in developing their own courses.

As academic institutions continue to move toward the use of online media to

offer courses and programs, as well as to develop fully virtual universities, instruc-

tors must be trained and supported. We cannot assume that all faculty, regardless

of how well they perform in the classroom, will be able to make this transition eas-

ily, just as we cannot assume that all students will fare well. This book will make a

significant contribution to the discussions and struggles that frame the ongoing

transition to and delivery of online courses. We offer suggestions that can help pave

the way to and enhance well-planned and effective online distance learning.

ORGANIZATION OF THE BOOK

As in the first edition, the book is divided into two parts. Part One lays the foun-

dation for the learning-community approach to online learning. Chapter One be-

gins to explore the issues involved in teaching and learning when learning leaves

the classroom and moves into the online environment. It also introduces our frame-

work for online teaching. Chapter Two looks at the importance of building com-

munity in the online environment. Extensive material on the role of social presence

in forming and maintaining community has been added to this chapter. In addi-

tion, we include discussion of the link between social presence, the achievement of

learning outcomes, and student satisfaction with the online learning process. The

chapter differentiates for the reader a traditional model of pedagogy from a model

that will lead to success in the online classroom. Chapter Three has been retitled

and reorganized. It looks at the need to recontextualize what we commonly refer to

as community and explores in more detail the issues that we have discovered to be

key and that need attention in the online classroom. These key issues have emerged

from our teaching and consulting work; consequently, we include dialogue from

our classes to illustrate each issue. Chapters Four and Five tackle some of the more

concrete issues of time, group size, cost, security, and technology as they pertain to

online teaching. The discussions about time have been updated, and the material

on cost and security are new to this edition. Chapter Six discusses the roles that fac-

ulty and students take in the development of the online learning community, as well

as presenting some learning theory that supports their roles online.
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Part Two presents a practical guide to creating an online learning community

that will lead to an effective teaching and learning experience. Chapters Seven

through Ten provide practical applications and include discussion of the impor-

tance of collaboration and the transformative learning process that occurs online.

More specifically, Chapter Seven offers suggestions for creating an appropriate syl-

labus, setting objectives and learning outcomes, negotiating guidelines, setting up

the course site online, gaining participation and student buy-in for the process,

and accounting for presence in the online classroom. Some updated examples have

been used in this revised chapter to illustrate the application of the community

concept to courses outside of the social and behavioral sciences and to better apply

these concepts to today’s online classroom environment. Chapter Eight describes

practical techniques for stimulating collaborative learning among participants. It

presents ways to promote and facilitate relationship building and personal process,

thus further supporting community development and the establishment of social

presence. Chapter Nine explores a critical component of online learning—trans-

formative learning, which is learning about how we learn through the use of tech-

nology, learning about the technology itself, and, most important, learning about

ourselves through the online learning process. The chapter shows how to incor-

porate this process stream into the context of the online course. Chapter Ten 

focuses on an important concern of most educators—how to assess and evaluate

results. This chapter discusses student assessment, appropriate assignments for as-

sessment purposes, as well as the importance of aligning assignments, expecta-

tions, and assessment. Finally, the chapter discusses course and program evaluation.

To close the book, Chapter Eleven summarizes and reviews the keys to successful

online learning. In addition, it discusses the ramifications of this work for teacher

training and some recent applications of the community concept to the larger aca-

demic institution. The case examples, vignettes, and questions for consideration

in all of the chapters will help readers bring the material alive and apply it suc-

cessfully in their own online classes.

Included throughout the book are student posts to various types of discussions

in online courses. Some of them are from our original work and some are newer

posts from our online classes. It amazes us that despite the number of online

courses we have taught and the number of students we have worked with, their re-

flections regarding online learning are so similar. Therefore, if a student quote from

the original work captures the essence of what we hope to illustrate, we have left

it in place. As in the past, we have deliberately left the quotes untouched. Except
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for paring them down to manageable size and updating the content a bit, we have

not edited them for grammar and have, as usual, asked the publisher to refrain

from doing so. We have found in our experience of online teaching that com-

mentary on or editing of student posts creates a type of performance anxiety that

results in reduced participation. Just as most instructors would not think to cor-

rect the grammar of a student who is verbally contributing in a face-to-face class,

we would not correct the spelling or grammar in a post, as this is the equivalent of

speaking in class. Because an instructor who is venturing online needs to be pre-

pared to receive unedited posts from students, we have deliberately chosen to leave

the ones we present as they are. The increasing amount of time that our students

spend online has brought with it a new language of online terminology. Although

this is not appropriate terminology to be included in course papers or projects, it

does make an appearance in discussion postings and instructors need to be pre-

pared for their response to it. This shift in thinking represents but one of the nu-

merous shifts instructors need to make as they enter the online classroom.

Online education is dynamic and ever-changing. Even though we have been at

this for a while, we believe that online education is yet in its infancy, with far more

change to come in the not-so-distant future. In this updated edition, we have per-

haps captured and discussed the issues as they exist today. However, advances in

technology and society will continue to bring new challenges to an evolving field.

Even so, this book should help instructors face today’s challenges more effectively.

May 2007

Rena M. Palloff

Alameda, California

Keith Prat

Pineville, Missouri

Preface to the Second Editionxx

fpref.qxd  5/28/07  12:51 PM  Page xx



xxi

A C K N O W L E D G M E N T S

Abook such as this, which describes a collaborative learning process, could not

have been completed in isolation. We wish to acknowledge a number of peo-

ple who contributed to the development of our work. We continue to be deeply

grateful to Fielding Graduate University—its faculty, staff, and students—for start-

ing us on this path and continuing to support us along the way. Not only did we

begin our collaboration at Fielding but we were also encouraged to begin our re-

search into this new territory while the university worked to gain a more solid foot-

ing in online and distance learning. Thanks to Judy Kuipers, president of Fielding,

Anna DiStefano, provost, and Charles McClintock, dean of the School of Human

and Organizational Development. Thanks especially to Judy Witt, dean of the

School of Educational Leadership and Change, who championed our idea for a

certification program in online teaching entitled “Teaching in the Virtual Class-

room.” Thanks, Judy, for helping us find our way home.

We wish, once again, to acknowledge the “pioneers”—the Elcomm group—who

were the first contributors to our research in the area of building community on-

line. We continue to have contact with many of them; they have become our life-

long friends. We also continue to be grateful to our wonderful students for their

enthusiastic participation in our online classes, their willingness to allow us to use

some of their posts in our books, and mostly for teaching us more than we could

ever hope to teach them. We also thank our faculty colleagues with whom we have

interacted both online and in training programs and conferences—you are our in-

spiration! We are extremely grateful to David Brightman of Jossey-Bass, who is an

ardent supporter and good friend. Thank you, David, for taking on this project in

the first place, for believing in us, and encouraging us to update and revise this

flast.qxd  5/28/07  12:51 PM  Page xxi



work. Thanks as well to David’s editorial assistant, Erin Null, for her assistance and

support and for helping us find all those pesky old files.

Finally, but definitely far from least, we wish to acknowledge and express our

gratitude and love for Gary Krauss and Dianne Pratt, as well as the rest of both of

our families. Thanks to all of you for putting up with both of us. We could not have

done this without you.

Acknowledgmentsxxii

flast.qxd  5/28/07  12:51 PM  Page xxii



xxiii

T H E  A U T H O R S

Rena M. Palloff and Keith Pratt are managing partners in Crossroads Consulting

Group. Since 1994 they have collaboratively conducted pioneering research, con-

sultation, and training in the emerging areas of online group facilitation, face-to-

face and online community building, program planning and development of

distance learning programs, faculty development and coaching for online teach-

ing, and planning, management, and supervision of online academic programs.

In conjunction with Fielding Graduate University, they developed, direct, and are

core faculty in the Teaching in the Virtual Classroom academic certificate program

designed to assist faculty in becoming effective online facilitators and course de-

velopers.

Rena Palloff has consulted extensively in health care, academic settings, and ad-

diction treatment for well over twenty years. She is faculty in the masters’ degree

program in Organizational Management and Development (OMD) at Fielding

Graduate University, as well as in the School of Educational Leadership and

Change. She is also adjunct faculty at Capella University in the School of Human

Services. In addition, she has taught classes on organizational behavior and man-

agement and leadership on an adjunct basis for the International Studies Program

at Ottawa University in Ottawa, Kansas, and in various sites throughout the Pa-

cific Rim, and was core faculty in Holistic Studies at John F. Kennedy University.

Dr. Palloff received a bachelor’s degree in sociology from the University of Wis-

consin-Madison and a master’s degree in social work from the University of Wis-

consin-Milwaukee. She holds a master’s degree in organizational development and

a Ph.D. in human and organizational systems from Fielding Graduate University.

flast.qxd  5/28/07  12:51 PM  Page xxiii



Keith Pratt began his government career as a computer systems technician with

the U.S. Air Force in 1967. He served in various positions, including supervisor of

computer systems maintenance, chief of the Logistics Support Branch, chief of the

Telecommunications Branch, and superintendent of the Secure Telecommunica-

tions Branch. After leaving the air force, Dr. Pratt held positions as registrar and

faculty (Charter College), director (Chapman College), and trainer and consult-

ant (The Growth Company). As an adjunct faculty member at Wayland Baptist

University and at the University of Alaska, Dr. Pratt taught courses in communi-

cations, business, management, organizational theories, and computer technol-

ogy. He was assistant professor in the International Studies Program and chair of

the Management Information Systems Program, main campus and overseas, at Ot-

tawa University in Ottawa, Kansas, and served as associate dean of distance learn-

ing at Northwest Arkansas Community College. He currently teaches online at

Fielding Graduate University, Wayland Baptist University, Northcentral Univer-

sity, and Baker University.

Dr. Pratt graduated from Wayland Baptist University with a dual degree in busi-

ness administration and computer systems technology. He has an M.S. in human

resource management (with honors) from Chapman University, a master’s degree

in organizational development, a Ph.D. in human and organizational systems from

Fielding Graduate University, and an honorary doctorate of science from Moscow

State University.

The Authorsxxiv

flast.qxd  5/28/07  12:51 PM  Page xxiv



Building Online Learning Communities

flast.qxd  5/28/07  12:51 PM  Page xxv



flast.qxd  5/28/07  12:51 PM  Page xxvi



The Learning
Community in 

Online Learning

�
PA RT  O N E

p01.qxd  5/28/07  12:52 PM  Page 1



p01.qxd  5/28/07  12:52 PM  Page 2



3

When Teaching 
and Learning 
Leave the Classroom

In the last ten years, significant change has occurred in online learn-

ing. Once viewed as a less rigorous, softer, easier way to complete a

course or degree, faculty now realize that the time involved in the de-

velopment and delivery of a high-quality online course is substantial,

and students are now realizing that completing courses and degree

programs online is hard work. There is no longer a need to spend time

defining what online distance learning is or is not; it is now com-

monplace in higher education and is gaining popularity in the K–12

arena as well. Ten years ago, we were trying to decide what constituted

distance learning and asked questions such as, “If the class meets face-

to-face two or three times during the term, is that a distance learning

course?” Today we know that distance learning takes several forms, in-

cluding fully online courses, hybrid or blended courses that contain

some face-to-face contact time in combination with online delivery,

and technology-enhanced courses, which meet predominantly face-

to-face but incorporate elements of technology into the course. In ad-

dition, academic institutions are experimenting with time schedules

c h a p t e r
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that depart from the traditional semester or quarter in order to more

effectively deliver online classes.

It is not unusual now to see six-week intensive courses or courses with flexible

start and end dates. If we examine all the ways in which distance learning is oc-

curring now, it is possible to state that almost every course delivered via some form

of technology is a distance learning course. There is one important element, how-

ever, that sets online distance learning apart from the traditional classroom set-

ting: Key to the learning process are the interactions among students themselves, the

interactions between faculty and students, and the collaboration in learning that re-

sults from these interactions. In other words, the formation of a learning commu-

nity through which knowledge is imparted and meaning is co-created sets the stage

for successful learning outcomes.

Ten years ago, the notion of building community online was seen as “fluff” or

just one more thing an instructor might pay attention to in the delivery of an on-

line course. However, much research has been conducted in recent years regard-

ing the importance of community in an online course and in online teaching in

general (Garrison, n.d.; Rovai, 2002; Rovai and Jordan, 2004; Shea, Swan, and Pick-

ett, 2004; Wenger, 1999) and, further, into the concept of social presence, defined as

the ability to portray oneself as a “real” person in the online environment (Gu-

nawardena and Zittle, 1997; Picciano, 2002; Richardson and Swan, 2003; Rovai and

Barnum, 2003). The findings of these research studies and others have supported

our notion that the key to successful online learning is the formation of an effec-

tive learning community as the vehicle through which learning occurs online.

Adams and Sperling (2003) note that the community building process embedded

in online courses has helped transform teaching and learning in higher education.

Some of the changes they describe for students include greater availability and ac-

cessibility of information, engagement of different learning styles, and promotion

of increased responsibility for teaching and learning. The changes faculty are ex-

periencing include greater accessibility to and availability of information but also

encompass the development of new skill sets for teaching and the need to rethink

pedagogy, redefine learning objectives, reevaluate assessment, and redefine faculty

work roles and culture.

We also see these changes in a number of college classrooms today, not just in

online classrooms. And we continue to learn more about how people learn. Carol

Building Online Learning Communities4
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Twigg (1994b) indicated that many students are concrete-active learners, that is,

they learn best from concrete experiences that engage their senses. Their best learn-

ing experiences begin with practice and end with theory (Twigg, 1994b). Many in-

structors, seeking to improve their practice and the learning outcomes for their

students, have incorporated active learning techniques such as working collabo-

ratively on assignments, participating in small-group discussions and projects,

reading and responding to case studies, role playing, and using simulations.

These practices transfer well into the online classroom. However, instructors

need to be diligent and deliberate in ensuring their success. When learners cannot

see or even talk to each other, the use of collaborative assignments becomes more

challenging but far from impossible. (We offer suggestions for implementing col-

laborative learning techniques in the online classroom in Chapter Eight.)

Learning in the distance education environment cannot be passive. If students

do not enter into the online classroom—do not post a contribution to the discus-

sion—the instructor has almost no way of knowing whether they have been there.

So students are not only responsible for logging on but they must also contribute

to the learning process by posting their thoughts and ideas to the online discus-

sion. Learning is an active process in which both the instructor and the learners

must participate if it is to be successful. In the process, a web of learning is created.

In other words, a network of interactions between the instructor and the other

participants is formed, through which the process of knowledge acquisition is col-

laboratively created. (See Chapters Eight and Nine for a discussion of collabora-

tive learning and the transformative nature of the learning process.)

Outcomes of this process, then, should not be measured by the number of facts

memorized and the amount of subject matter regurgitated but by the depth of

knowledge and the number of skills gained. Evidence of critical thinking and of

knowledge acquired are the desired learning outcomes. Consequently, cheating on

exams should not be a major concern in an effective online environment because

knowledge is acquired collaboratively through the development of a learning com-

munity. (The assessment of student performance in this environment is discussed

in Chapter Ten.)

Institutions entering the distance learning arena must be prepared to tackle

these issues and to develop new approaches and new skills in order to create an

empowering learning process, for the creation of empowered learners is yet an-

other desired outcome of online distance education. Successful online teaching is
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a process of taking our very best practices in the classroom and bringing them into

a new, and, for some faculty, untried, arena. In this new arena, however, the prac-

tices may not look exactly the same.

Take, for example, a recent discussion with a professor in a small college where

a distance delivery model was being implemented for a master’s degree program.

A software program was chosen and a consultant hired to install it on the college’s

server. There it sat for almost a year until the college decided to begin using it more

extensively. Because of our expertise in faculty training and development for the

delivery of distance education programs, we were consulted about the best way to

improve a program that was not working very well. The professor informed us that

the software had been used by a couple of instructors for a couple of courses. How-

ever, with further inquiry, we discovered that a course syllabus had never been

posted online in any of these courses; nobody knew that an extensive faculty hand-

book for course development and delivery was embedded in the software. All they

had been doing was using this potentially powerful software package as an e-mail

system rather than for creating a distance learning environment. Was distance ed-

ucation and learning really happening here? No, of course not. So what does it take

to make the transition from the classroom to the online arena successfully? What

are the differences we face in this environment? And finally, what issues do we need

to be concerned with? We answer the last question in the next section through a

discussion of the issues and concerns related to online education. The answers to

the other questions follow in subsequent chapters.

ONLINE ISSUES AND CONCERNS

When instructors begin to use technology in education, they experience a whole

new set of physical, emotional, and psychological issues along with the educational

issues. Many of these issues relate to the development of social presence. As we

struggle to define ourselves online, we may experience emotions and try out be-

haviors that have not been part of our repertoire. The new issues also include the

physical problems that can be experienced as the technology is used extensively,

such as carpal tunnel syndrome, back problems, headaches, and so forth. Psycho-

logically, students and faculty can become addicted to the technology. In fact, there

are now centers devoted to the study and treatment of Internet addiction. Students

and faculty can begin to fantasize and experience personality shifts while online,

and their minds can drift. They may have a difficult time setting reasonable bound-
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aries and limits around the amount of time they spend online. We have not had

to address these issues in the traditional classroom, but we must do so as we teach

online because they affect the ways learners interact with each other and with

course material. In the traditional classroom, if a student experiences mind drift

it may not be noticeable to the instructor or to the other students in the class. The

student may be physically present but psychologically absent. In the virtual class-

room, however, if a student drifts away, that absence is noticeable and may have a

profound impact on the group.

Online learning has brought a whole new set of issues and problems into aca-

demics; as a result, instructors and their institutions have had to become more flex-

ible and learn to deal with these problems. Professors, just like their students, need

the ability to deal with a virtual world in which, for the most part, they cannot see,

hear, or touch the people with whom they are communicating. Participants are

likely to adopt a new persona, shifting into areas of their personalities they may

not have previously explored. For example, an instructor, like a student, who suf-

fers from performance anxiety in the face-to-face classroom may be more com-

fortable online and more active in responding to students. A colleague of ours who

has wanted to teach for several years and who feels that he has a contribution to

make is very nervous about entering a classroom and facing a group of students.

He has been offered several opportunities to teach because of the expertise he

would bring to a learning situation, but he has resisted. When offered an oppor-

tunity to teach online, however, he accepted readily, acknowledging that the relative

anonymity of the medium feels more comfortable for him. The idea of being able

to facilitate a discussion from the comfort of his home office was very appealing

to him, whereas doing the same thing face-to-face was intimidating. However, the

opposite may also be true: an instructor who does well face-to-face may not be

successful online. We were told the story of an accounting professor who was ex-

tremely personable in his face-to-face classes. To assist students in memorizing dif-

ficult concepts, he would compose songs and play them in class, accompanying

himself on his guitar. He was approached to teach online but resisted strenuously

because he did not feel he could adequately transfer his musical approach to ac-

counting to the online environment, even with the use of attached audio files. His

first attempt at online teaching was not well-received by students and he decided

not to continue with online teaching. Just as all instructors are not successful in

the classroom setting, not all will be successful online. It takes a unique individual

with a unique set of talents to be successful in the traditional classroom; the same
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is true for the online classroom. The ability to do both is a valuable asset in today’s

academic institutions.

STUDENTS ONLINE

Some attributes make students successful online when they are not in the face-to-

face classroom. For example, what about the introverted student? Will such a stu-

dent, who does not participate in the face-to-face class, blossom in the virtual

classroom? Research conducted by one of us indicates that an introverted person

will probably become more successful online, given the absence of social pressures

that exist in face-to-face situations. Conversely, extroverted people may have more

difficulty establishing their presence in an online environment, something that is

easier for them to do face-to-face (Pratt, 1996).

The Illinois Online Network (2006) describes the characteristics of successful

students in distance education programs:

• Open-minded about sharing life, work, and educational experiences as part of

the learning process

• Able to communicate through writing

• Self-motivated and self-disciplined

• Willing to “speak up” if problems arise

• Able and willing to commit four to fifteen hours per week per course

• Able to meet the minimum requirements for the program (that is, this is not

an easier way to meet degree requirements)

• Accept critical thinking and decision making as part of the learning process

• Have access to a computer and a modem (and, we add, at least some minimal

ability to use them)

• Able to think ideas through before responding

• Feel that high-quality learning can take place without going to a traditional

classroom (para. 2)

Nipper (1989) described the successful learner in an online environment as a

“noisy learner,” one who is active and creative in the learning process. This and

Building Online Learning Communities8

c01.qxd  5/28/07  1:18 PM  Page 8



other, similar references led many to believe that distance education is best applied

to and seen as most successful in the arena of adult education. However, more high

schools, colleges, and universities are using this delivery method with all groups

of students regardless of age or level of educational experience. Should we expect

that all students will succeed in this environment? Although a student who is un-

successful in the face-to-face classroom may do well online, it is unrealistic to ex-

pect that all students will do well. When a student does not perform well, as

evidenced by lack of participation, he or she should be given the option of re-

turning to the face-to-face classroom. This should not be considered a failure but

simply a poor fit. Changing to another delivery medium is not usually an option

in the face-to-face classroom; there may be no other alternatives. The online class-

room provides an alternative that may be useful for some students.

In our experience, online distance education can successfully draw out a stu-

dent who would not be considered a noisy learner in the traditional classroom. It

can provide an educational experience that helps motivate students who appear

to be unmotivated because they are quieter than their peers and less likely to enter

into a classroom discussion. Take the example of an Asian student, Soomo, who

participated in one of our online classes on the topic of management and organi-

zational theory. He introduced himself to the group in the following way. We have

not changed his writing; we wanted his struggles with language to be apparent.

And one of my problems, it’s my responsibility, English is not my native

language so I’m still struggling with learning English. I’ll try hard but

everyone’s consideration will be appreciate regarding this matters in ad-

vance. I’m also see myself with introvert style. And feel uncomfortable to

talk by on line.

By his own admission, he was generally a quiet member of face-to-face classes.

Although he wanted to share, his struggles with English and the extroverted na-

ture of his classmates left him silent, though actively listening to discussion. As our

online course continued, his posts to the discussion were frequent and indicated

a depth of thought. The following is his contribution to a discussion of Reframing

Organizations by Bolman and Deal (2003):

My understanding for the human resources frame is that this frame fo-

cuses on the fit between individual and organization. In this point of
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view, I can think about the “manager’s job and the organization theory.”

The potentially disastrous consequences can be avoided, however, if the

manager commands a sound knowledge of the organization theory. This

theory can help him or her make quality decisions and successfully influ-

ence others to carry them out. It can help improve decision quality by

making the manager aware of the various components of organization

theory. To understand how they fit together as an explanation of the ac-

tivity of the organization provides a perspective for seeing a decision’s

consequences. . . . . Better quality decisions coupled with more effective

implementation through better understanding of individual and group

behavior can bring improved performance to the organization. I think it’s

important that a manager (management group) ensure that its members

have exposure to organization theory.

Personally, I don’t like the word “Frame.” Because it means, in other

words, “easy to break.” Some organizational changes are incremental.

They entail incorporating new technologies with existing missions and

strategies. Organizational growth and redirection may also be incremen-

tal, but not necessarily. Other organizational changes are frame break-

ing. The risks are high, and events happen quickly. This usually means a

change in the organization’s goals and operations. Organizational start-

ups and mergers are likely to be frame-breaking experiences.

Most of this student’s contributions to the discussion throughout the course

were of this nature. He received feedback from other students regarding the

thoughtfulness of his contributions and his ability to help them look at ideas in

another way. Generally quiet and concerned about his language skills in a face-to-

face classroom, this student was able to overcome all of this in the online envi-

ronment and make significant contributions to his own learning as well as to that

of his student colleagues.

MAKING THE TRANSITION AND ESTABLISHING PRESENCE

The following is from a graduate student.

On Monday I had a mini-meltdown all on my own. I was really missing

the body language cues and the time lag in the conversation was frus-
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trating. I was very aware that I am working with a bunch of people who

are obviously high functioning with lots of expertise. I wanted to be able

to contribute at a comparable level and wondered if I was up to the task.

I also wanted to respond quickly to all the links while juggling too many

other responsibilities. I took a deep breath, looked at the humour in the

situation and went to bed! Cheryl

This quotation, posted by a graduate student to an online course, is represen-

tative of some of the struggles that may occur as the transition is made from the

face-to-face classroom to an online environment where interactions among learn-

ers are expected. When teaching and learning leave the classroom, many elements

are left behind and new expectations emerge.

Picture a classroom on a college campus. As the time for class approaches, stu-

dents begin to gather. They may arrive individually or in small groups. They begin

to talk to each other, possibly about the class or about activities, friends, and life

outside the classroom. When class ends, students gather again in the hallways, on

the grounds of the campus, down the street at a coffee shop, or in the student

union in order to make personal connections, create friendships, and simply so-

cialize. In the online classroom, as it is configured currently, instructors and stu-

dents are predominantly represented by text on a screen. We cannot see the facial

expressions and body language that help us gauge responses to what is being dis-

cussed. Unless we are working in a synchronous virtual classroom situation, we

cannot hear voices or tones of voice and thus may have difficulty conveying emo-

tion. As Cheryl indicated in her post, it is difficult for some students to establish a

sense of presence online. Instructors and their students become, in effect, disem-

bodied. In a face-to-face situation, we are able to convey in a multitude of ways

who we are as people. How does one do that online? How do we help the other

participants get to know us; likewise, how do we get to know them so that we have

a sense of the group with which we are communicating? How does an instructor

teach in this environment? How do the participants in the online classroom be-

come re-embodied? In Chapter Two, we explore the important concept of estab-

lishing presence in much more detail.

One way to help create presence, however, is through the use of threaded dis-

cussion—a series of posts displayed in outline form in the discussion area of the

online course. Although many instructors use course management systems to 
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deliver course content, some are still confused by the use of threaded discussion.

They are not sure about how to use it effectively and so simply avoid it. We discuss

the importance of threaded discussion throughout this book and provide exam-

ples of its use as well. Exhibit 1.1 shows one of the ways in which people can con-

nect online, illustrating how threaded discussion can be used to mediate the

somewhat disembodied nature of online learning and the consequent need for

techniques to personalize and humanize the course. The exhibit shows the in-

structor posting a series of discussion questions and students responding both to

the questions and to one another (the students in the discussion are fictitious).

Although the graphical interfaces contained in current software packages de-

voted to online distance education are helping to create a more interesting and

stimulating environment in which to work by allowing posting of photos, brief

video introductions by the instructor, or creation of Web pages that present a pro-

file for a student or instructor, they are still predominantly textual. Many who write

about distance education have expressed concern as to how participants make

more “human” connections while continuing the learning process.

Nipper (1989), a relatively early writer on online distance learning, discusses

the need to create a sense of “synchronous presence” and reduce the social distance

between all participants. Presence can be defined as the degree to which a person is

perceived as “real” in the online environment. The concept of presence has trig-

gered numerous research studies and has been correlated with increased learner

satisfaction with online courses and a greater depth of learning (Picciano, 2002;

Richardson and Swan, 2003; Rovai and Barnum, 2003). Rovai and Barnum (2003),

as well other researchers, note that the interaction of the instructor with the learn-

ers together with the development of highly interactive course activities helps in-

crease the perception of learning online. Picciano (2002) cautions, however, that

interaction and presence are not one and the same: “Interaction may indicate pres-

ence but it is also possible for a student to interact by posting a message. . . . while

not necessarily feeling that she or he is part of a group or a class” (p. 22). This cau-

tion is one that we, too, have presented to the faculty we have trained to teach on-

line: simply getting students to talk to one another is not sufficient. Instead, there

needs to be a focus on establishing human-to-human contact before the interac-

tion involved with course content begins, a means by which presence can be es-

tablished. Richardson and Swan (2003) found a correlation among presence,

student learning, and satisfaction with online courses but have determined that
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there is a paucity of research about presence online. They suggest that this is an

area meriting more study and discussion. We present our own thoughts about the

importance of social presence online and how it affects community building in

Chapter Two.

Even though in most online distance learning courses students have the luxury

of logging on to the course site whenever it is convenient for them (known as asyn-

chronous communication), Nipper (1989) suggests that it is important to some-

how create the sense that a group is working together in real time. Rarely will that

group of people be online at the same time unless synchronous communication

(also known as chat) is built into the course design. However, an attempt to form

connection and community online through asynchronous threaded discussion 
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allows participants to feel, when they enter a discussion forum in a course site, that

they have entered a lively, active conversation.

Nipper states that the need for social connection is a goal that almost super-

sedes the content-oriented goals for the course. Students should gather online, just

as they do on the campus of a university. To accomplish this, they must establish

a sense of presence online, thus allowing their personality to come through to oth-

ers in the group. This sense of presence, along with the relative anonymity of the

online medium, may create a sense of freedom, allowing otherwise unexplored

parts of their personality to emerge. Such exploration can be fostered by encour-

aging students to post introductions along with their fears and expectations for

the process or, when possible, to create a homepage that others in the group can

visit. Some course management applications allow for the creation of a homepage,

complete with graphics and links to other sites on the Internet that are favorites

of the person who created the page. This is a wonderful way for students to let oth-

ers in the group know who they are and how they might connect with each other.

As online communication deprives us of some of the physical cues of commu-

nication and allows for or even demands more self-generated cues that affect our

behavior, it also adds dimensions that otherwise would not be present (Pratt, 1996).

For example, the availability and number of personal interactions via computer is

limited only by time and access, not by distance. We can create, cultivate, and main-

tain social relationships with anyone who has access to a computer. Connections

are made through the sharing of ideas and thoughts. How people look or what

their cultural, ethnic, or social background is generally becomes irrelevant in this

medium, which has been referred to as the “great equalizer.” The increasing pop-

ularity of sites such as Friendster and My Space offers evidence of the search for

social connection online. Although they are not online learning communities, these

sites do provide social outlets for students outside of the online classroom.

The relationships formed online may, in fact, be more intense emotionally as the

physical inhibitions created by face-to-face communications are removed. Social

psychologist Kenneth Gergen (2000) believes that these interactions can continu-

ously alter who we are: “One’s identity is continuously emergent, re-formed, and

redirected as one moves through the sea of ever-changing relationships” (p. 139).

In the traditional face-to-face classroom, the quality and intensity of social re-

lationships is simply not as much of an issue. The traditional model of pedagogy

allows for the instructor as expert to impart knowledge to students, who are ex-
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pected to absorb it. How students interact socially is not generally a concern. Many

instructors have begun to realize that the traditional lecture model is not the model

of choice for today’s more active learners and have begun to adapt their teaching

methods accordingly by including techniques such as small-group activities and

simulations. Campuses are working to develop both residential and discipline-

based learning communities because of the power they hold in facilitating a cul-

ture of lifelong learning (Fleming, 1997; Smith, MacGregor, Matthews, and

Gabelnick, 2004). In the online classroom, it is the relationships and interactions

among people through which knowledge is primarily generated. The learning com-

munity takes on new proportions in this environment and consequently must be

nurtured and developed so as to be an effective vehicle for education.

THE SEARCH FOR KNOWLEDGE AND MEANING 
IN THE ONLINE CLASSROOM

Young children today are being weaned on interaction with various forms of

media. Involved in everything from video games to the Internet, our youth are

coming to expect more active ways of seeking knowledge and entertainment. Two

studies, conducted by the Kaiser Family Foundation (2005) and the Pew Internet

and American Life Project (Lenhart, Madden, and Hitlin, 2005), note that ap-

proximately 87 percent of youth between the ages of twelve and seventeen are on-

line and also using other forms of technology, such as cell phones and gaming

technology. In addition, youth are engaging with social networking sites on the

Internet, such as My Space and Friendster. Adults, including educators, however,

are for the most part newcomers to this technological arena. As a result, some-

thing of a technological generation gap is emerging. Writers examining this gap

note that the technological changes sweeping our culture have left education

largely unchanged. A rift has opened between how education is viewed and de-

livered in the classroom and how we are beginning to obtain knowledge in our

society. The Pew report notes, “Students report that there is a substantial discon-

nect between how they use the Internet for school and how they use the Internet

during the school day and under teacher direction. For the most part, students’

educational use of the Internet occurs outside of the school day, outside of the

school building, outside the direction of their teachers” (Levin, Arafeh, Lenhart,

and Rainie, 2002, para. 3). Parents report that their children rarely read books or
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go to the library to complete assignments. Instead, Internet searching and use of

sites such as Wikipedia are the means by which students complete homework and

school assignments. Although the use of the Internet has grown among adults as

well, adults often need additional training along with a shift in thinking and prac-

tice in order to successfully use the Internet for academic purposes. Consequently,

a gap exists between our youth and those who are attempting to teach them—a

gap that is not only forcing adults to become more technology-savvy but also to

explore different theories and means by which to deliver education online to

youth, whose expectations for learning have changed.

Recent theories in educational circles that attempt to bridge this gap, such as

constructivism and active learning, posit that learners actively create knowledge

and meaning through experimentation, exploration, and the manipulation and

testing of ideas in reality. Interaction and feedback from others assist in deter-

mining the accuracy and application of ideas. Collaboration, shared goals, and

teamwork are powerful forces in the learning process. Group activities, simula-

tions, and the use of open-ended questions are but a few of the activities used to

achieve these goals. Learners interact with knowledge, with the learning environ-

ment, and with other learners. The instructor acts mainly as a facilitator of the

learning process. This is the essence of self-directed learning: it empowers learn-

ers—independent of the instructor—to follow those interactions wherever they

may lead. Jonassen and others (1995) discuss the outcome of this form of teach-

ing and learning. They note that the facilitation of learning environments that fos-

ter personal meaning making, as well as the social construction of knowledge and

meaning through interactions with communities of learners, is preferred to in-

structor interventions that control the sequence and content of instruction. In

other words, the educational process is learner-centered, with the learners taking

the lead and determining the flow and direction of the process. Weimer (2002)

notes that in order for this form of teaching and learning to occur, the balance of

power between teacher and student needs to change. She comments that instruc-

tors have always held the power but that this power relationship needs to be reex-

amined. Instructors still retain the responsibility for teaching, but the decisions

involved in learning really belong to students. By empowering students to take

charge of their own learning process, learner-centered, constructivist teaching can

emerge.
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PUTTING THE PIECES TOGETHER

With community as a central feature in online courses, what other elements are

needed to enable a learner-focused, active learning process? Unlike campus-based

or residential learning communities that focus on curriculum as a unifying fea-

ture, allowing both students and faculty to come together in meaningful ways

(Laufgraben, Shapiro, and Associates, 2004), the online learning community is the

means by which the curriculum is delivered. Consequently, although the purpose

for creating the community is the curriculum, there are other important elements

that must be present in order for the community to form. Preece (2000), in de-

scribing online communities that are not focused on learning, notes that there are

four basic features that must be present in order for community to form: people,

purpose, policies, and computer systems. We believe, and Preece concurs, that this

is not sufficient for the development of online learning communities, however. Two

additional elements must be present in an online learning community: the col-

laborative learning and reflective practice that are necessary for transformative

learning to occur (Palloff and Pratt, 2003). (We further discuss transformative

learning in Chapter Nine.)

Our more recent thinking about the elements that must be present in order for

online community to form have continued to evolve. We now organize them into

three groupings—people, purpose, and process—and believe that the outcome of a

well-constructed, community-oriented online course is reflective/transformative

learning. Within the realm of community, however, are a number of elements. Ex-

hibit 1.2 is a graphic representation of our model of online learning communities

and their impact on learning.

Although we clearly need people in order to create a community, what is not so

obvious is how people express who they are online. Thus, social presence becomes

a critical element in community building. The instructor models the development

of presence through his or her guidance and facilitation of the course, and em-

powers students to take on the continued job of community building and the ex-

ploration of content. Establishing guidelines as a starting point in the online course

serves as a means by which the group defines shared goals and purpose. Other is-

sues that affect the definition of purpose for the group include practical consider-

ations such as time (including the time involved in working in an online course
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and time management issues), the size of the group, and the ability to create a sense

of safety and security. The process of online learning becomes a bit more compli-

cated. Interaction and collaboration are critical to community development; with-

out them, there would clearly be no community. The inclusion of collaborative

activity and teamwork helps increase the level of communication and interaction

in the class. Finally, the social constructivist context wherein the group works to-

gether to actively create knowledge and meaning becomes the vehicle through

which learning occurs online and is a critical component of the process of online

work. All of these elements work together to create the online community; none

is any more or less important than the others.

Looking at the full picture of community-based online learning shows us that a

more active learning model is the model of choice for this environment and will

support the desired course outcomes. Given the limitations of access to the stu-

dent population, as well as such elements as time and distance, the instructor has

limited control over what is being learned and how. And because learners are left to

some degree to their own devices, it is up to them to make sense of the body of

knowledge associated with the course being delivered. The instructor supports this
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process through the development of the course itself, use of collaborative assign-

ments, facilitation of active discussion, and promotion of the development of crit-

ical thinking and research skills. The outcome is an environment rich in the

potential for collaborative learning and the social construction of meaning, as well

as transformative learning and reflective practice. As we proceed through the book,

we explore each element of the model in depth; as such, the model becomes an or-

ganizing mechanism for our look at online community building.

NEW APPROACHES, NEW SKILLS

What leads to successful outcomes in online classes? Is it the mode of teaching or

facilitation? Is it the norms established or the guidelines for participation? Is it the

level of education of the group? Is it the ability of the instructor to act as a facili-

tator during the process of delivering the course? All of these factors come together

to create success in this medium. When teaching and learning leave the classroom,

it is up to the instructor to create an effective container within which the course

proceeds by posting goals, objectives, and expected outcomes for the course, ini-

tial guidelines for participation, thoughts and questions to kick off discussion, and

assignments to be completed collaboratively. Then it is time to take a back seat of

sorts and gently guide the learners in their process by monitoring the discussion

and entering it to prod participants to look at the material in another way or to

gently steer the conversation back on course if it should stray. This is not a re-

sponsibility to be taken lightly and requires daily contact and presence with the

learners online. Often the instructor finds that he or she must be present and ac-

tive more in the beginning of the course and then can gradually pull back as the

learners take the lead. Collison, Elbaum, Haavind, and Tinker (2000) note that

good facilitation on the part of the instructor becomes apparent when the learn-

ers, on their own and with one another, begin to use the types of interventions the

instructor might use: “If you’ve done a good job of laying the support framework

for pragmatic dialogue, the participants begin . . . to facilitate their own dialogue”

(p. 203). Along the way and especially at the end of the course, then, the instruc-

tor incorporates peer feedback on assignments into the evaluation of student

progress, which can later be figured into a grade.

What we are suggesting is a different way in which to deliver a course. In 

our observation, many online courses still are typically content- and faculty- or

facilitator-driven, just as they are in the face-to-face classroom. In many ways they
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perpetuate an old model of teaching and learning, wherein participants produce

pieces of work that are to be assessed and commented on by an expert. There is

discussion and feedback, but it relates to the work that has been presented by the

expert. The framework we offer in this book, by contrast, is more free-flowing and

interactive. Participants generate a bibliography of readings beyond the assigned

text through their own research and interaction with their peers; they negotiate

guidelines for participation based on direction from the instructor; the instructor

creates a structure that allows students to venture into areas previously unexplored.

The work that students create in the process may be shared online and peer feed-

back on the work encouraged. This is truly an empowering, mutual learning ex-

perience, akin to the synergy that can occur in the classroom when an instructor

energizes students by allowing them to fully immerse themselves in content and

follow the resulting paths of inquiry wherever they might lead. The following sec-

tions show what a framework for successful online teaching should contain.

Access to Technology and the Knowledge to Use It
In order to successfully conduct classes online, make sure that participants have

access to and familiarity with the technology to be used. Comfort with the tech-

nology (both hardware and software) contributes to a sense of psychological well-

being and thus a greater likelihood of participation. It is also important to pay

attention to the learning curve involved in the use of the technology by partici-

pants, as well as faculty or facilitators. This should be incorporated into the learn-

ing process. (We explore this more fully in Chapter Five.)

Guidelines and Procedures
A set of guidelines should be generated by the instructor as a first item of discus-

sion in an online course. The guidelines and procedures should be loose enough

to allow for some debate and discussion, open to some degree of negotiation (that

is, how a student receives a grade is not negotiable, but due dates might be nego-

tiable), and generated partly by the participants, particularly as they apply to how

students will interact with one another; in other words, students should be en-

couraged to develop a common set of ground rules for interaction. Imposed guide-

lines that are too rigid will constrain discussion, causing participants to worry

about the nature of their posts rather than to simply post freely. In larger classes,

small discussion groups or work teams can be created wherein guidelines can be
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discussed and negotiated. Good, respectful “netiquette,” however, should be en-

couraged regardless. (In Chapter Seven, we provide suggestions and examples for

the development of this type of class, including some sample syllabi that have been

successfully used online.)

Participation
Buy-in from the participants is essential. Participants must first agree to minimum

participation standards and understand what they are committing to. Minimum

levels of participation should be established and agreed upon in order to create a

high level of discussion. In some cases, an initial face-to-face session can be held

that will establish a sense of being part of a group and thus serve to support par-

ticipation. When this is not possible, and it often is not, initial online contact must

include attempts at group development before moving into content. We like to

refer to this as Week Zero, or the important community-building week that pre-

cedes the actual start of the course. For example, the instructor may ask that all

participants post an introduction. This may be followed by the instructor posing

open-ended questions, possibly around the establishment of guidelines or that re-

late to the students’ previous experiences with the content to be studied. Continued

attention to these issues must be included throughout the course. (We continue

our discussion of these issues in Chapter Two and throughout the book.)

Collaborative Learning
In order to be successful, classes conducted in an online environment must create

an equal playing field. In other words, there must be equality of participant-facili-

tator and participant-participant interactions. The most powerful experiences are

those in which interaction occurs throughout the group instead of between one

participant and the facilitator within a group setting. The best facilitation is through

modeling the methodology, that is, by acting as a group member who is contribut-

ing to the learning process. (We discuss these issues further in Chapter Eight.)

Transformative Learning, or Learning About 
Learning, Technology, and Oneself
A critical outcome of online learning is the learning that occurs through the 

use of the online medium itself. Participants must be given the opportunity and

space within the context of the class to explore how this learning environment is
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different for them. They need to discuss the fears and insecurities, as well as the 

successes and surprises, associated with the online medium. Transformative learn-

ing moves a student from someone who takes in information to a reflective prac-

titioner involved with the creation of knowledge. (We discuss this issue extensively

in Chapter Nine.)

Evaluation of the Process and Student Assessment
Finally, it is important to encourage participants to provide feedback to each other

on an ongoing basis as well as to the instructor about their experience in the

course. Given the nature of the online environment, it is also important to pay par-

ticular attention to the issue of student assessment. How will student performance

be assessed? How do we evaluate the success of the course or lack thereof? Is the

online program meeting the needs of the participants? Because we are promoting

the use of a collaborative environment in the teaching process, collaboration must

also be incorporated into the process of assessment and evaluation. And because

we are attempting to create empowered learners as a desired outcome, self-evalu-

ation is also an important component. (We return to this important issue in Chap-

ter Ten.)

IMPLICATIONS

The keys to the creation of a learning community and successful facilitation on-

line are simple: honesty, responsiveness, relevance, respect, openness, and empower-

ment. When faculty create a virtual environment for participants in which these

elements are present, group members can feel safe in expressing themselves with-

out fear of how they will be perceived, allowing for active, rich discussion. The im-

plications are that as educators and facilitators we must be able to create an

atmosphere of safety and community in all of our learning settings, whether they

are electronic or face-to-face. Students or participants must be able to speak and

debate their ideas without fear of retribution from any source and should be en-

couraged to explore and research topics that may not be an explicit part of the cur-

riculum or agenda. Instructors and facilitators should act as “playground monitors”

or gentle guides while participants “play in the sandbox,” developing the norms

and rules as they go. Facilitators and participants must become equal partners in
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the development of an online learning community, as it is the participants who

are the experts when it comes to their own learning.

If we can facilitate this occurrence in the online environment, we will be well

ahead of what has traditionally occurred in the face-to-face or virtual classroom.

Ideally, this will encourage us to engage in best practices in both environments. In

fact, many instructors comment that their face-to-face teaching, as well as that of

their colleagues, has improved and become more innovative, active, and creative

as the result of teaching online.

Finally, many current models of distance learning maintain a traditional stu-

dent-teacher relationship in interaction with a set curriculum. Our experience of

online facilitation shows us how much further we are capable of traveling into the

unknowns to explore new worlds of online learning. The development of com-

munity as a part of the learning process helps create a learning experience that is

empowering and rich. It is essential to impart the importance of this process to

faculty in order to maximize the use of the online medium in education. Without

it, we are simply recreating our tried and true educational model and calling it “in-

novative,” without fully exploring the potential the online medium holds. We now

move on to a more thorough discussion of what we mean by community online

and the importance of social presence in that online community.
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Recontextualizing 
Community

To know someone here or there with whom you can 
feel there is understanding, in spite of distances or 

thoughts expressed, can make of this earth a garden.

Goethe

M.Scott Peck (1987) makes a powerful statement about com-

munity that is often quoted:

We know the rules of community; we know the healing effect of com-

munity in terms of individual lives. If we could somehow find a way

across the bridge of our knowledge, would not these same rules have

a healing effect upon our world? We human beings have often been re-

ferred to as social animals. But we are not yet community creatures.

We are impelled to relate with each other for our survival. But we do

not yet relate with the inclusivity, realism, self-awareness, vulnerabil-

ity, commitment, openness, freedom, equality, and love of genuine

community. It is clearly no longer enough to be simply social animals,

babbling together at cocktail parties and brawling with each other in

business and over boundaries. It is our task—our essential, central,

c h a p t e r

T W O

�
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crucial task—to transform ourselves from mere social creatures into

community creatures. It is the only way that human evolution will be

able to proceed. (p. 165)

More recent research on the application of community concepts to education

support Peck’s thoughts. Wenger (1997), a well-known author in the area of com-

munities of practice, notes that the value of education is in social participation and

that education should first be addressed in terms of the identities of the partici-

pants and the means of belonging to the group. In other words, who we are as so-

cial beings drives learning, and the social aspects of learning are the most

important. Consequently, those connection points, better known as community,

become extremely important in creating a sense of belonging. We further believe

that through the creation of a sense of shared values and shared identity, that sense

of belonging emerges, and the result is a sense of community in the online class.

Online community has been defined in the literature in many ways, but these

definitions often include several common elements or themes, including the abil-

ity to build mutual trust, a connection of the spirit, a sense of belonging, a sense

of membership, a sense of support, and an ability to share in the educational jour-

ney together (Shea, Swan, and Pickett, 2004). More than simply a common meet-

ing or networking space online, such as My Space or Friendster, which have been

frequented by younger students (much to the dismay of their academic institu-

tions due to some of the inappropriate activity that goes on there and the mistaken

sense that casual connection equals community), the learning community in an

online course allows for mutual exploration of ideas, a safe place to reflect on and

develop those ideas, and a collaborative, supportive approach to academic work.

Prior to the exploration of online communities, when we thought about place-

based community or community groups, the concepts of differentiation and mem-

bership were relevant factors. People seeking commonality and shared interests

formed groups and communities in order to pursue the interests that distinguished

them from other groups. In addition, communities were generally considered to

be place-based, and it was generally believed that to form community, one needed

to meet the other members of that community face-to-face. The small town or

neighborhood in which you lived was your community. Adherence to the norms

of that community allowed you to maintain membership. Expressing your unique-

ness as a person was at times problematic because of the need to adhere to those

norms (Shaffer and Anundsen, 1993).
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Because community is no longer simply a place-based concept, we are seeing

it recontextualized and are even applying the concept of place-based communi-

ties to online communities. For example, a colleague of ours, Dorothy Ward of

Delgado Community College in New Orleans, comments that the creation of

community in an online class is much like a neighborhood because the class com-

munity would fit within the larger concept of community at the institutional

level. In other words, the institution forms the larger community and, when at-

tention is paid to community building in an online class, each class becomes a

neighborhood within that community. Wenger and his colleagues (Smith and

Doty, 2003) have also used the neighborhood concept in the development of

training programs conducted through CPsquare, a site devoted to the study of

communities of practice by participating in a community of practice. In CP-

square’s training courses, participants enter a community that is made up of

smaller “neighborhoods” (or interest groups or domains) and even smaller

“households” (small discussion groups). The groups can choose to work around

their “kitchen tables” for private discussion, and public discussion occurs on the

“front porch.” Another example is Second Life, a virtual reality site in which par-

ticipants or organizations can buy land, build structures, and use avatars, or

graphic representations of themselves, to travel around the community and in-

teract with other community members. We find this an interesting way to re-

contextualize the notion of community online. We return to a discussion of this

concept later in the book.

THE IMPORTANCE OF COMMUNITY

Carolyn Shaffer and Kristin Anundsen (1993) talk about our human yearning for

a sense of belonging, kinship, and connection to a greater purpose. Changes in the

makeup of our families, neighborhoods, and towns have increased that longing,

because we are not as easily able to identify with something we can call a commu-

nity. Our communities today are formed around issues of identity and shared val-

ues; they are not necessarily place-based (Palloff, 1996).

Shaffer and Anundsen (1993) define community as a dynamic whole that

emerges when a group of people share common practices, are interdependent,

make decisions jointly, identify themselves with something larger than the sum of

their individual relationships, and make a long-term commitment to well-being

(their own, one another’s, and the group’s).
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Because of the requirement, perhaps, to place the needs of the group above

those of the individual, some people fear entering into a community because they

assume in doing so that they must submit to the will of a group. According to Shaf-

fer and Anundsen, however, the need for connectedness—for community—does

not necessarily mean giving up autonomy or submitting to authority in order to

become part of a group. Instead, creating a community is a mutually empowering

act—a means by which people share with each other, work, and live collaboratively.

In the past, we assumed that involvement in community was determined by where

you lived (your home town or neighborhood) or determined by your family or re-

ligious connections (identification with a country of origin or religious organiza-

tion). Involvement in community today means making a conscious commitment

to a group. Shaffer and Anundsen refer to this as conscious community—meaning

community that emphasizes the members’ needs for personal growth and trans-

formation, as well as the social and survival aspects of community. This aspect is

part of what differentiates community from social networking spaces such as You

Tube or My Space.

COMMUNITY ONLINE

With the advent of all forms of electronic communication, from the Internet to

cell phones, it has become difficult to determine exactly what is meant by the word

community. Just like the word family, community is a word that is now extensively

used, perhaps because of the increasing sense of isolation that many people feel in

today’s world. Communities have spun off into many types, with many varied at-

tributes. Entry into a virtual community, and maintenance of membership in that

community, entails a very different process and may, in fact, be more difficult for

some people to achieve. Steven Jones (1998) notes that the creation of an online

social world is dependent upon the degree to which people use the Internet to in-

vent new personas, to create or recreate their own identities, or a combination

thereof.

Jones’s early description of online identity refers to what is now termed social

presence—the person we become when we are online and how we express that per-

son in virtual space. An earlier study by one of us entitled the Electronic Personal-

ity (Pratt, 1996) supports the notion that one’s personality changes when

interacting with technology. Introverts, who tend to have more difficulty estab-

lishing presence in person, may become more extroverted and establish presence
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more easily, whereas extroverts, who easily establish presence in person, may have

more difficulty connecting with others online. Our work has shown that for this

electronic personality to exist, certain elements must manifest:

• The ability to carry on an internal dialogue in order to formulate responses

• The creation of a semblance of privacy both in terms of the space from which

the person communicates and the ability to create an internal sense of privacy

• The ability to deal with emotional issues in textual form

• The ability to create a mental picture of the partner in the communication

process

• The ability to create a sense of presence online through the personalization of

communications (Pratt, 1996, pp. 119–120)

Thus each person creates his or her own virtual environment, in a sense, that

allows his or her electronic personality to emerge. People who are introverts are

more adept at creating a virtual environment because they can process informa-

tion internally and are less outgoing socially. It is more comfortable for an intro-

vert to spend time thinking about information before responding to it. It is more

difficult—but not impossible—for extroverts to interact this way, perhaps because

they have less need to. Extroverts tend to feel more comfortable processing ver-

bally and in the company of others. “Extroverts choose higher levels of noise in a

learning situation and perform better in the presence of noise, while introverts

perform better in quiet” (Ornstein, 1995, p. 57). Consequently, the introvert may

have less difficulty entering the virtual community, whereas the extrovert, with a

need to establish a sense of social presence, may have more trouble doing so (Pratt,

1996). Both of us have personally experienced this phenomenon. Keith, an intro-

vert, is uncomfortable in face-to-face social situations but feels very comfortable

entering groups online and expressing himself, whereas Rena, a strong extrovert,

experiences just the opposite. As mentioned, this difference relates to the ease with

which the introvert or extrovert can establish social presence. The use of online

communities such as Second Life for the delivery of online classes may change this

picture, however, by providing “noisier” spaces that make use of graphic three-di-

mensional avatars and voice, as well as the use of text.

This ability to create a virtual space is not without unintended consequences,

however. The relative sense of anonymity provided by the text-based online envi-

ronment may encourage the emergence of aspects of the personality that may not
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otherwise exist face-to-face (Pratt, 1996). Because they are not face-to-face with

others, people may feel freer to express hostility, anger, or judgment, for example,

which can lead to difficulties within the community. Mutually agreed upon be-

havioral and communication guidelines become critical in community develop-

ment and also support the emergence of social presence.

THE ELEMENT OF SOCIAL PRESENCE

The concept of social presence is not new. Short, Williams, and Christie (1976) de-

fined social presence as the degree to which a person is perceived as “real” in com-

munication that is conducted via the use of some form of media. They felt that the

degree of presence developed was attributable to the particular media in use. How-

ever, more recent studies of social presence as it relates to online learning have

noted that the medium has little to do with developing a sense of presence. Lom-

bard and Ditton (1997) note that the emergence of social presence depends to a

varying degree on how well participants fail to acknowledge or are able to ignore

the presence of the medium. Instead of media, it is participant behavior online

that appears to have a greater impact on the development of presence (Polhemus,

Shih, and Swan, 2000). When there is a high degree of interaction between the par-

ticipants, the degree of social presence is also high, and vice versa (Stein and

Wanstreet, 2003).

Social presence is something we rarely consider in the face-to-face classroom.

When students can see one another within a physical space, we simply assume that

presence will occur; students will develop a sense of who their colleagues are sim-

ply by being around them. When active and collaborative learning are part of that

face-to-face environment, a sense of social presence is more likely to occur natu-

rally through that interaction. Picciano (2002) cautions that simple physical pres-

ence may not be enough, however.

A student’s physical presence in a face-to-face course assumes that she

or he has a sense of belonging to the class or group of students enrolled

in the course. He or she listens to the discussion and may choose to

raise a hand to comment, to answer or to ask a question. Furthermore,

the same student may develop a relationship with other students in

the class and discuss topics related to the class during a break, at the
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water fountain, or in the cafeteria. However, this is an assumption and

not always true. (Picciano, 2002, p. 22)

Online there is greater possibility for a sense of loss among learners—loss of con-

tact, loss of connection, and a resultant sense of isolation. Consequently, attention

should be paid to the intentional development of presence. We present strategies

for doing so at points throughout this book.

Social presence has been correlated with learner satisfaction online (Gunawar-

dena and Zittle, 1997), as well as a sense of belonging to a community (Picciano,

2002). Garrison, Anderson, and Archer (2003) believe, as we do, that in order to

form community online, a sense of social presence is required among participants.

Although many researchers have attempted to measure means by which social pres-

ence can be identified in various media (Garrison, Anderson, and Archer, 2000;

Gunawardena and Zittle, 1997; Polhemus, Shih, Richardson, and Swan, 2000; Short,

Williams, and Christie, 1976; Tu and Corry, 2002), there has been little agreement

on how that might occur. What it looks like and its characteristics, however, are

more easily discerned. Polhemus and others (2000) note that some of the indica-

tors that social presence has emerged in an online class include the use of personal

forms of address, acknowledgment of others, expression of feeling, humor, social

sharing, and the use of textual paralanguage symbols such as emoticons, font col-

ors, different fonts, capitalization, and symbols or characters for expression. These

indicators correspond with our own thoughts about the indicators that provide

evidence that community has formed in the online class:

• Active interaction involving both course content and personal communication

• Collaborative learning evidenced by comments directed primarily student to

student rather than student to instructor

• Socially constructed meaning evidenced by agreement or questioning, with the

intent to achieve agreement on issues of meaning

• Sharing of resources among students

• Expressions of support and encouragement exchanged between students, as

well as willingness to critically evaluate the work of others

Given the close connection between social presence and the development of the

online community, it becomes important for instructors to be knowledgeable
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about the various aspects that comprise it. In addition, social presence plays an im-

portant role in coalescence and the online community.

COALESCENCE AND BELONGING ONLINE

Just as there is a strong connection between the development of a sense of social

presence and the formation of community online, so is there a strong connection

between presence and coalescence. As already noted, presence is the ability to pres-

ent oneself as a real person online. Students in an online class, feeling themselves to

be real persons, are likely to want to connect with another real person. Picciano

(2001) states, “Students who feel that they are part of a group or ‘present’ in a com-

munity will, in fact, wish to participate actively in group and community activi-

ties” (p. 24).

Coalescence, defined as the formation of that sense of group or community,

can be sometimes instantaneous, especially if a group comes together with a

strong interest, for example a political campaign or a common problem. But it

sometimes takes prodding and deliberate action on the part of the instructor and

other students for coalescence to occur. For a coalesced community to be func-

tional and exist for any extended period, coalescence must also take place over a

period of time.

What many educators are beginning to realize is that the way the online

medium is used depends largely on human needs, meaning the needs of both fac-

ulty and students, and that these needs are the prime reason that electronic com-

munities are formed. As previously mentioned, Wenger (1999) notes that the social

aspects of education are the most important. In some respects, these educational

communities may be more stimulating, interesting, and intense for those involved

with education because they bring together people with similar interests and ob-

jectives, not just people who connect casually, as we find in other areas of the In-

ternet.

Can the community-building process in online groups be complete without the

group meeting face-to-face? Although face-to-face contact at some point in the

community-building process can be useful and further facilitate community de-

velopment, it is not likely to change the group dynamic initially created online. It

is possible to build community without it. In our own experience, we have found

that an initial face-to-face meeting can be helpful to orient students to the online
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environment and technology in use. What we did early in our online teaching was

to hold brief one- to two-hour meetings to introduce students to one another and

the technology. Once the online course started, students tended to quickly forget

those initial face-to-face meetings; it was as though they had never occurred. Our

experience has shown us that unless the initial meeting extends over a period of

days and includes intentional activity geared toward community building, it is not

likely to be effective. In fact, having periodic face-to-face meetings throughout the

term in a predominantly online course can actually detract from the online work;

what tends to happen is that posting to the discussion will drop off as a face-to-

face meeting approaches, and then it will take time to build again.

Beginning the formation of online communities without face-to-face contact

demands greater attention up front to issues of policy and process. Shaffer and

Anundsen (1993) feel that what they term conscious community can be created elec-

tronically through the initiation of and participation in discussions about goals,

ethics, liabilities, and communication styles—that is, the norms by which the group

will operate. Consequently, just as norms would be negotiated in a face-to-face

group or community, the same needs to occur online. In fact, in the online envi-

ronment, collaboratively negotiated norms are probably even more critical because

they form the foundation on which the community is built. Agreement about how

a group will interact and what the goals are, also known as establishment of guide-

lines or a group charter, can help move that group forward. In a face-to-face group,

assumptions are made but not necessarily discussed, such as rules that one person

will talk at a time and that a person should ask to be recognized before speaking. In

an online group, we can make no assumptions about norms because we cannot

see each other. Therefore, nothing should be left to chance, and all issues and con-

cerns should be discussed openly. The following excerpt illustrates how commu-

nity can emerge in this environment. This particular group had no face-to-face

contact until well after their class ended.

I have never seen anything develop quite like this. Endings, beginnings,

break-ups, new-flowering love, blues, backaches, and the wonder of it

all! I have been touched by so many of your messages and in such diverse

ways that I confess to feeling unable to respond appropriately to each

without risking the appearance of insincerity—or multiple personalities.

Each response would seem to call for a different emotional driver. Mel
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Or take another example:

As a book lover, on one level this seminar is like reading a favorite novel.

Each day I pick up the book . . . and join the characters in the evolution

of the story. Just as I become emotionally absorbed into the people and

ideas of a good novel, I have become absorbed into the seminar. Claudia

Numerous discussions and sites on the Internet are related to the virtual com-

munity—how it is formed and the elements that compose it. Many agree on some

basic steps that must be taken in order to build such a community:

• Clearly define the purpose of the group.

• Create a distinctive gathering place for the group.

• Promote effective leadership from within.

• Define norms and a clear code of conduct.

• Allow for a range of member roles.

• Allow for and facilitate subgroups.

• Allow members to resolve their own disputes.

Taking these steps can foster connections among members that are stronger

than those in face-to-face groups. The following excerpt from one author’s disser-

tation journal gives credence to the quality of relationships that can be formed on-

line when these connections do occur. This was written following a face-to-face

session concerning the development of a dissertation proposal.

As I continued to struggle with my concept, I found myself directing my

comments, discussion, and attention increasingly toward Marie. It wasn’t

that she, above the rest, understood my concept any better. It was that I

felt confident that she really understood ME based on our previous on-

line connection. That gave me comfort and the confidence to struggle on.

RECONTEXTUALIZING COMMUNITY

From our discussion thus far, it is clear that the growth of the Internet and its pop-

ularity are having a significant impact on how people interact, as well as how they

define and contextualize notions of community. Societal and scientific advances
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and discoveries, along with technological development, have given us different ap-

proaches to issues that are deeply embedded in our attempts to interact. Students

from elementary school through graduate school are now using more forms of

communication technology than ever before. A recent article that appeared in the

San Francisco Chronicle (May 14, 2006) notes that adults, who did not grow up

with all of this technology, tend to pick and choose what they will do online. How-

ever, younger students, who have grown up in the middle of a technological rev-

olution of sorts, have been bombarded with various forms of technology and tend

to use them all. E-mail and text messaging are commonplace, especially among

younger students. Blogging (or Web Logs), which started out as political journal-

ism online, are now being used by many people for running commentary on their

own lives. Blogging sites have emerged on the Internet, allowing people to create

Web logs and visit those of others. Sites such as My Space or Friendster are pro-

moting opportunities for younger people to connect online and are being fre-

quented to a great degree by younger students, sometimes raising great concern

on the part of adults about what goes on there. But does familiarity with all of these

forms of technology assist younger students to form community in online classes?

Our opinion is that it does not. Younger students are bringing their casual use of

technology into the online classroom, creating a challenge to the academic setting

and a need for institutions and instructors to provide instruction and orientation

about what it means to use these technologies for academic means and for form-

ing a learning community. Some young people are finding that it is becoming too

much for them; that is, too much sharing of personal information online on a daily

basis is becoming exhausting for them (Lee, 2006). This does not bode well for the

involvement of younger students in online learning communities.

Embedded in the process of communication, whether it is through e-mail, text

messaging, or chat, is the fact that we live in and search for community. Many of

our attempts to communicate are, at core, attempts at community building—a

search for the commonality that connects us. Our basic need to connect on a

human level has not only affected the development of electronic communication

but, conversely, has also been affected by it. This accounts for the popularity of sites

such as My Space, Friendster, and even Second Life. Our relationships are far more

complex because of our increasing network of associates and are enhanced by post-

modern technological developments. Our communities and neighborhoods 

are now virtual as well as actual, global as well as local. Our technology has helped
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create a new form of social interdependence, enabling “new communities to form

wherever communication links can be made” (Gergen, 2000, p. 213).

Linda Harasim (in Shell, 1995), a professor of communications and writer in

the areas of computer-mediated communication and distance learning, states that

the words community and communicate have the same root, communicare, which

means to share. She goes on to say, “We naturally gravitate towards media that en-

able us to communicate and form communities because that, in fact, makes us

more human” (p. 1). Certainly, online communication is one such medium. It has

helped shrink the globe while dramatically expanding the parameters of what we

call our communities. It is important, at this point, to begin to discuss what is

meant by community and why this is important to the process of education and

learning online.

The social-psychological literature is full of material about group development.

The literature about the development of community shows parallels to that

process. One of the best-known writers in the areas of group and organizational

behavior has referred to these stages as forming, norming, storming, performing,

and adjourning (Tuckman, 1965). First, people come together around a common

purpose. This is the forming stage. Then they reach out to one another to figure

out how to work toward common goals, developing norms of behavior in the

process. Not uncommonly, conflict may begin as members grapple with the ne-

gotiation of individual differences versus the collective purpose or objective

(storming). However, in order to achieve group cohesion and to perform tasks to-

gether, the group needs to work through the conflict. If attempts are made to avoid

it, the group may disintegrate or simply go through the motions, never really

achieving intimacy. Just as in face-to-face groups, the conflict phase is an essential

element that the group must work through in order to move on to the perform-

ing stage. Our work with online groups has shown us that these groups go through

the same stages as face-to-face groups and communities, even if they do not work

together face-to-face. But how do online groups deal with these phases without

the benefit of face-to-face contact? A study conducted by Johnson, Johnson, and

Smith (1998) compared the Tuckman model of group development to other mod-

els in a group of online graduate students. They found that the Tuckman model,

with its task orientation, appeared to most accurately describe how the group de-

veloped, including the team’s ability to engage in conflict online.
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Linda, I love your creative approach to inviting conflict and controversy

into the room. I wonder if there is a way to reframe the concepts with

different language, as it is my sense that the words conflict and contro-

versy have a negative or repulsive kind of charge to them. I am a huge

believer in the generative power of conflict, but notice that whenever I

visit with people about it they tend to recoil at the mere mention of the

word. I’m not sure what an alternative might be but just thought I’d put

that out there as food for thought. Tim

Sproull and Kiesler (1991) talk about the difficulties that distributed work

groups have in achieving consensus when no face-to-face contact occurs: “When

groups decide via computer, people have difficulty discovering how other group

members feel. It is hard for them to reach consensus. When they disagree, they en-

gage in deeper conflict” (p. 66). They seem to be suggesting that the conflict is a

bad, undesirable thing. Ian Macduff (1994), in his article on electronic negotia-

tion, states that there is greater potential for conflict to emerge in electronic dis-

cussion than in face-to-face discussion due to the absence of verbal, facial, and

body cues and to difficulty in expressing emotion in a textual medium. However,

he sees great potential in the resolution of conflict through the use of electronic

media, especially if norms and procedures for conflict resolution are established

and used. The study by Johnson and others (1998) noted that conflict in online

classes does not seem to stem from the completion of the tasks or assignments in

the class. Instead, it seems to stem from an unwillingness to participate, poor group

planning of activities or assignment completion, and disagreements between group

members. In other words, it is the social aspects of group study that breeds con-

flict and appears to need attention up front as the guidelines for the class are de-

veloped so as to minimize this potentially detrimental effect.

So if conflict is not such a bad thing, and if it is necessary in order to achieve

group cohesiveness and intimacy, why do so many fear it and attempt to avoid it,

especially in the online medium? And how do we as educators establish norms and

procedures for resolving conflict in this virtual community of online learning?

One of the concerns about conflict online is that with the absence of face-to-

face contact and cues, many people feel less socially constrained. In a face-to-face

situation, people tend to choose a number of options for dealing with conflict.
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They may avoid it altogether or confront the situation directly. Although this may

be done in anger, it is best done within the confines of what we would consider to

be socially appropriate behavior. We see the same conflict choices being made on-

line, but because the conflict is being handled through the transmission of writ-

ten messages, with the possibility of timing and sequencing becoming a problem,

resolution of conflict in this medium takes patience and work. In an online class-

room, another member of the group may step in as a mediator to facilitate this

process.

In one of our earliest online class experiences, which was devoted to exploring

the topic of creating online community, conflict occurred between two members of

the group, mainly because of the sequencing and timing of messages. Communi-

cation was out of sync, which led to a flaming incident, that is, an angry personal

message was publicly posted. One of the group members involved in the conflict

responded as follows:

When I read that last message, my heart sank. That’s it. I’m sorry. I can’t

go on. This is one of those places where this medium simply hasn’t suffi-

cient dimensionality for me to express what I want and to feel comfort-

able that my meaning has gotten across. I feel the need for those subtle

physical and psycho-social signs that are so much a part of face-to-face

communications. Mel

He was opting to pull away from and avoid the conflict. However, another group

member stepped in to mediate and offered the following:

I’m having a hard time understanding all the heat around defining com-

munity. . . . .I realize that the purpose of this seminar is to debate issues

around community and to define what the intersection is between the

“human” and “virtual” communities. I also realize that we will disagree

on what those elements and definitions are and that sometimes that dis-

agreement will get heated. That’s fine with me. But can we agree to es-

tablish a norm that we won’t make it personal? I think that if we can, we

may move through some of the conflict into some really important ideas

about what comprises community. Claudia

The working through of this conflict helped create an extremely strong con-

nection among the members of the group, leading to a positive learning outcome.
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In a face-to-face classroom, conflict may also emerge as a part of a disagreement

over ideas. Generally, opening the classroom environment to the debate of ideas

is seen as positive; it provides evidence that students are engaging with the mate-

rial. And although conflict can become heated to the point that the instructor needs

to intervene, for the most part it is manageable in the classroom context. However,

conflict is not considered part of a community-building process in a traditional

classroom. Although it can contribute to learning outcomes, it is not a critical com-

ponent of the learning process.

In an online learning community, conflict contributes not only to group cohe-

sion but to the quality of the learning outcome. Therefore, instructors in the on-

line environment need to feel comfortable with conflict; they may actually need to

trigger it or assist with the facilitation of its resolution. And they should applaud

its appearance.

However, there is a danger in unresolved conflict in this medium. If an in-

structor fails to intervene or fails to support the attempts by other students to re-

solve a conflict, students will begin to feel unsafe and participation in the online

course will become guarded and sparse. In addition, the direction of communica-

tion will change, with students directing their posts to the instructor and not to

the other members of the group. We experienced this in one of our online courses.

A participant became angry about what she perceived to be a lack of participation

by the other group members. This was not revealed online but was told to one of

us in a phone conversation. Very quickly we noticed that this student’s posts were

being directed toward us, without comment or feedback directed toward the other

participants. Without naming anyone in the group, we simply restated the group

guideline that all students should provide feedback to each other online. The re-

sult was a rather surprised message from the student in question containing an

apology to the group for not being open with them about her concerns and for

withholding feedback from them. Given this unique aspect of the virtual com-

munity, let us turn now to a discussion of its importance in online education.

COMMUNITY IN THE VIRTUAL CLASSROOM

What does all of this discussion of community have to do with education and on-

line learning? If we reconsider our discussion in the previous chapter of the para-

digm for learning online, which involves a more active, collaborative, constructivist
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approach, the link between the importance of community building and online

learning becomes clearer. The principles involved in the delivery of distance edu-

cation are basically those attributed to a more active, constructivist form of learn-

ing—with one difference: in distance education, attention needs to be paid to the

developing sense of community within the group of participants in order for the learn-

ing process to be successful. The learning community is the vehicle through which

learning occurs online. Members depend on each other to achieve the learning

outcomes for the course. If a participant logs on to a course site and there has been

no activity on it for several days, he or she may become discouraged or feel a sense

of abandonment—like being the only student to show up for class when even the

instructor is absent. Without the support and participation of a learning commu-

nity, there is no online course.

Instructors who do well online promote a sense of autonomy, initiative, and

creativity while encouraging questioning, critical thinking, dialogue, and collabo-

ration (Brookfield, 1995). In a face-to-face learning situation, this can be accom-

plished through the use of simulations, group activities, and small-group projects,

as well as by encouraging students to pursue topics of interest on their own (Brooks

and Brooks, 1993). A sense of community in the classroom might be helpful to this

process but is not mandatory to its success.

Students in a face-to-face classroom see each other and work together in the

same physical space, getting to know each other better through that process. How

can we make that happen when most contacts consist of text on a screen? In fact,

we cannot make the process happen instantaneously. It must be facilitated. One

way community can be developed is through the mutual negotiation of guidelines

regarding how the group will participate together. Beginning a course by posting

introductions and encouraging students to look for areas of common interest is a

good way to start. Instructors in this medium need to be flexible—to throw away

their agendas and a need to control in order to let the process happen and allow

for the personal agendas of the learners to be accommodated. This may mean that

the discussion will go in a direction that does not feel completely comfortable to

the instructor. But rather than cut it off abruptly, the instructor should gently guide

that discussion in another direction, perhaps by asking an open-ended question

that allows the learners to examine that interaction.

We must be able to make space for personal issues in an online course. This

should be done deliberately and fostered throughout the course. If this space is not
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created, it is likely that participants will seek out other ways to create personal in-

teraction, such as through e-mail or by bringing personal issues into the course

discussion. Some participants, however, when finding the personal element miss-

ing, may feel isolated and alone and, as a result, may feel less than satisfied with

the learning experience. Cutler (1995) notes, “Social presence in cyberspace takes

on more of a complexion of reciprocal awareness . . . of an individual and the in-

dividual’s awareness of others . . . to create a mutual sense of interaction that is es-

sential to the feeling that others are there” (p. 18). To enable the emergence of the

personal element, we set up a space in the structure of our online classrooms, a

cyber café of sorts, to enable this to happen. (We explore this further when we dis-

cuss techniques for building foundations for the course in Chapter Seven.) The

development of community thus becomes a parallel stream to the content being

explored. It is given its own equal status and is not seen as something that “mucks

up” or interferes with the learning process. Harasim, Hiltz, Teles, and Turoff (1996)

state: “Social communication is an essential component of educational activity.

Just as a face-to-face school or campus provides places for students to congregate

socially, an online educational environment should provide a space, such as a vir-

tual cafe, for informal discourse. The forging of social bonds has important so-

cioaffective and cognitive benefits for the learning activities. The virtual cafe should

be primarily a student space and not be directly tied to the curriculum” (p. 137).

But are all online classrooms active, constructivist learning environments? Do all

distance education programs use active and collaborative tools and approaches to

learning? Unfortunately, the answer is no. We continue to see many distance edu-

cation programs in which the instructor posts lectures and attempts to control the

learning outcomes by directing and dominating the process. We have also seen

many instructors who continue to use multiple-choice and true-false exams as the

only measures of learning. Many of these instructors are forced to bow to pressure

from their universities, which are unwilling to let go of old methods of pedagogy

and student assessment or do not understand how that could be done. Many of

these universities are also facing pressure from accrediting agencies that do not un-

derstand the forms of teaching and learning that work best in this environment.

We have heard many online instructors complain about the absence of interaction

among their students or about the lack of response to questions they posed 

online. With further exploration, we usually find that either these instructors were

posing closed questions that did not stimulate discussion or the instructors 
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were dominating the discussion, thus not allowing the process to be learner-fo-

cused. (We discuss the differences between forms of questions in Chapter Eight.)

PARTICIPATION AND DESIRED OUTCOMES 
IN THE ONLINE CLASSROOM

Clearly, an online learning community cannot be created by one person. Although

the instructor is responsible for facilitating the process, participants also have a re-

sponsibility to make community happen. We have already established that the

learning process in the online classroom is an active one. Therefore, in order for

students to be considered “present” in an online class, they must not only access

the course site online but must make a comment of some sort. Many course man-

agement systems in use today allow the instructor to see whether a student has

logged on, where in the course they have visited, and for how long. In other words,

if students are “lurking,” meaning that they are reading but not posting, the in-

structor will know and can intervene to encourage participation.

Instructors often establish guidelines for minimal participation, making it more

likely that students will engage with their colleagues and to facilitate the commu-

nity-building process. This expectation of participation differs significantly from

the face-to-face classroom, where the discussion can be dominated by one or more

extroverted students, giving an illusion that the class is engaged. The ability to think

before responding and to comment whenever the student wishes helps create a

level of participation and engagement that goes much deeper than a face-to-face

discussion might. As one of our students describes it:

It seems that we as students have been more willing to talk and discuss

the issues at hand than we probably would inside the classroom. I feel this

is so for two reasons. One is that we have time to concentrate on the

question and think, whereas in the class you are asked and immediate re-

sponse is in need. Two, we can discuss openly and not have to worry

about failure as much. If you post something that is not right, no one has

said this is wrong but instead we give encouragement and try to guide

each other to find the right answer. Brandi

In addition, because we are working in a primarily text-based medium, in the

absence of visual and auditory cues participants focus on the meaning of the mes-
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sage conveyed. As a result, ideas can be collaboratively developed as the course pro-

gresses, creating the socially constructed meaning that is the hallmark of a con-

structivist classroom in which an active learning process is taking place. This ability

to collaborate and create knowledge and meaning communally is a clear indicator

that a virtual learning community has successfully coalesced.

It is certainly possible, in this environment, to foster the development of a com-

munity wherein very little learning occurs but strong social connections exist

among members. It is for this reason, among others, that the instructor needs to

remain actively engaged in the process in order to gently guide participants who

stray, coaxing them back to the learning goals that brought them together in the

first place. It is the development of a strong learning community and not just a so-

cial community that is the distinguishing feature of online distance learning. The

desired outcome, then, is the formation of a learning community through which

knowledge about the content can be conveyed and the ability to collaboratively

make meaning from that content can be achieved.

We have described what the online learning community looks like and how it

functions, as well as its importance in the online learning process. We have also

discussed the importance of the instructor in facilitating the community’s devel-

opment. However, we have not yet discussed the numerous issues that are likely to

surface as that community is forming; neither have we described the need for in-

structors in this environment to be aware of those issues and to facilitate the dis-

cussion about them once they emerge. The acknowledgement and discussion of

these issues support the development of social presence in the online community,

that is, the ability to portray oneself as a real person and to perceive the same in

one’s learning colleagues. In the following chapter, we explore these topics in de-

tail, along with the contribution each makes to the development of the online

learning community.
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The Human Side of 
Online Learning

When we discuss community building online, we are really con-

cerned with humanizing a “nonhuman,” technological envi-

ronment and creating a learning community in the process. As we

attempt to build an online community, human issues will emerge,

whether we expect them to or not. In a traditional classroom setting,

an instructor may not know that a student is struggling with the end

of a relationship or a chronic illness in the family unless the student

volunteers that information. In the virtual classroom, however, in

order to create community, it is critical to make room for the personal,

the mundane—in other words, everyday life.

Certain issues surface time and again as we build learning communities while

delivering classes online:

• The need for human contact

• Connectedness and coalescence

• Shared responsibility, rules, and norms

• Roles and participation

• Shadow issues (those elements we choose not to face) and other psychological

issues

c h a p t e r
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• Ritual as the psychological expression of community

• Spiritual issues

• Culture and language 

• Vulnerability, ethics, and privacy

This chapter addresses each of these issues in turn. We include excerpts of dialogue

written by our online participants as they dealt with these concerns.

For example, among the numerous psychological issues and questions that

emerge, what is the impact of electronic communication on our perceptions of

others? How well do we establish social presence and how well do we project our-

selves as real people who happen to be communicating through text? How do we

negotiate the ways in which we will communicate? What happens when personal

boundaries are crossed? How will we know if we have crossed personal bound-

aries, what can we do about it if that occurs? Discussions about psychological is-

sues and particularly spiritual issues are often considered controversial and even

volatile when they occur in a face-to-face classroom, let alone in the online class-

room. In presenting the psychological and spiritual issues embedded in the online

community, we are not suggesting that instructors need to become counselors or

spiritual advisers for their students. We are suggesting, however, that our partici-

pants’ attempts to connect in the online arena will cause these issues to surface.

We need, therefore, to acknowledge and recognize psychological and spiritual is-

sues when they emerge, as they are core issues in the formation of community.

We value rugged individualism in our culture. But our intense holding of this

value may be part of what causes emotional and psychological distress (Peck, 1993;

Ornstein, 1995). So our search for community and the solace we find there is in

part our need for connection, interdependence, intimacy, and safety—psycholog-

ically and spiritually speaking. Fear is what keeps us from experiencing a high level

of connection with others—fear that we will lose ourselves in the process, that we

will be rejected, that we are fakes, that we are just not good enough. Our isolation

is a major contributing factor to psychological and spiritual unease or illness (Peck,

1993). Connection, through community, friendships, therapy, and so forth, is a

means to achieve well-being (Shaffer and Anundsen, 1993). Being accepted and

supported for who we are is the psychological and spiritual benefit of community.

Engaging in online community does bring with it some complications, how-

ever. Sproull and Kiesler (1991) state: “When people perceive communication to

Building Online Learning Communities46

c03.qxd  5/28/07  12:54 PM  Page 46



be ephemeral, the stakes of communication seem smaller. People feel less com-

mitted to what they say, less concerned about it, and less worried about the social

reception they will get. . . . By removing reminders of a possibly critical audience,

electronic mail induces people to be more open” (p. 42). The up side of this is that

“social posturing and sycophancy decline. The disadvantage is that so, too, do po-

liteness and concern for others . . . reduced social awareness leads to messages char-

acterized by ignoring social boundaries, self-revelation, and blunt remarks” (p. 39).

Craig Brod, a psychologist, takes a particularly pessimistic view of the impact of

electronic communication on a social-psychological level. He feels that as our com-

puter use increases, we are “diminishing and altering our sense of self and of oth-

ers, creating new barriers to what we long for: intimacy, continuity, and

community” (Shaffer and Anundsen, 1993, p. 133). As we previously established,

however, direct attention to community building online can break down these bar-

riers, allowing for a new sense of intimacy and connection.

It is difficult but not impossible to convey feelings online, especially anger. De-

pending on the kind of community developed and whether it involves both face-

to-face and virtual contact, expectations about how messages are received are

somewhat different. In other words, when both face-to-face and virtual contact

occur, participants assume that since they have met one another in person, others

will understand the intent behind their words in exactly the way they mean them

to be understood. So to some degree, participants are less cautious about what they

say in print because they think everyone knows and understands them. Further,

in completely textual communication, the relative anonymity of the medium, as

noted by Sproull and Keisler (1991), tends to loosen the sense of what is accept-

able in communication and creates a sense that all is fair game. This delusion can

cause pain and conflict, as it is impossible for people we have met only briefly or

only virtually to truly know us and what we stand for unless a deep level of con-

nection is promoted and sustained and a commitment made by members of the

group to work through differences.

Virtual contact offers many advantages to the shy or reclusive person, who can

sit at the computer and interact with people without all the “hassles” of making

physical or visual contact. People desiring virtual isolation can simply refuse to re-

spond or interact with other participants. Certainly, this can become a problem

when options for socialization are limited to contacts made through electronic

communications or when expectations are that a student will participate in an 
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online class. However, we have found that those of our students who are shy in so-

cial settings learn something about social skills by interacting in an online course.

We have seen this increase in social skills begin to carry over to face-to-face class-

rooms. One of us had the experience of working with a student both in an online

and a face-to-face class during the same academic term. Describing herself as shy

and reclusive to the online group, the student also noted that it was becoming eas-

ier for her to interact with members of the group when she met them in other so-

cial or classroom situations. Her participation in the face-to-face class increased

as she continued to interact with the online group and receive positive feedback

for her contributions to the course.

THE NEED FOR HUMAN CONTACT

The removal of visual and verbal context cues in online communication can be

both beneficial and detrimental. Textual communication is a great equalizer, pro-

motes a sense of relative anonymity, and can prompt us to be more thoughtful

about what we say online or, conversely, can free us up to say things we might not

say face-to-face. But the issue of isolation can also be a factor when communicat-

ing online. Although we create connection while online, the risk of isolating our-

selves from face-to-face contact in the process does exist.

Students who do not do well online attribute this to not being able to see their

instructor or classmates, hear what they have to say, or actively engage in verbal

conversation. They describe “missing” this form of contact. The advent of virtual

classroom technologies that allow for synchronous, real-time interaction as well

as the ability to use voice-over in those settings or to add an audio or video file to

an asynchronous online course helps to some degree to mitigate this problem.

However, in the absence of audio and video, which are not yet widely used for a

number of reasons that we discuss later in the book, paying attention to those stu-

dents who seem to be having trouble making contact is important. Reaching out

to the more “silent” students online and inviting them into the conversation can

help. The longer a student is absent from the conversation, the more difficult it will

be for that student to connect. Sometimes a phone call or an e-mail is all it takes

to bring someone back in.

I “hear” “tones of voice” in messages I read, from either strangers or

friends who communicate in this medium. In some case they are remem-
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bered tones of voice (those I “know”), in other cases they are imagined

tones of voice (those I don’t know). Mary Ann

We have had more than one student post an introduction in an online course

but then we hear nothing further, leaving the other students wondering what hap-

pened to him or her. One student, who had dropped out of a course with no ex-

planation, finally contacted us to say that her expectation after she posted her

introduction was that the others would respond to her personally and make com-

ments about what she had said about herself. When that did not happen, she be-

came discouraged and disappeared, reluctant to respond even to our inquiries

about her intent to continue. This was an important lesson to us as instructors,

and since then we have learned that the one place where we respond to every stu-

dent post is at the beginning of the course as students are introducing themselves.

In so doing, we welcome them into the newly forming learning community and

model that behavior for the other students. We do not want to see someone leave

the group because he or she felt unacknowledged.

However, the same phenomenon can occur in face-to-face groups. People sim-

ply drop out or away for whatever reason, and a core group continues. Usually in

a face-to-face group situation, although perhaps not in a classroom, people who

leave are asked to come back and say goodbye to the group or may be asked to send

a note or e-mail to say goodbye. The physical presence or absence of someone in

a face-to-face group is noticeable, whether they participate verbally or not. In an

online setting people can disappear more easily; their absence is noticed but is eas-

ier to ignore than an empty chair would be. It is also easier to be a silent member

in a face-to-face group. People know that you are present even if you are not speak-

ing. In our online groups, however, silent members just are not there. As instruc-

tors, we can use the software to track their presence; however, if they are simply

“lurking” in the course, they are not contributing to the development of the group

or the exploration of content.

When members do not participate or respond to messages-it might be

they are too busy, overwhelmed, ambivalent, apathetic, or whatever, but

it can be construed as a mode of control in the sense that we don’t know

why they aren’t joining us. Cyd

Beaudoin (2001), in his study on student lurking, noted that it is still possible

for students who lurk to do well on course assessments such as tests, quizzes, and
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papers. Picciano (2002) asserts, however, “Students who feel they are part of a

group or ‘present’ in a community will, in fact, wish to participate actively in group

and community activities” (p. 24). It is important for instructors to pay close at-

tention to which students are posting messages and which are not. Because the

success of the course depends on participation by all members, instructors should

remind students about their responsibility to participate, either by posting mes-

sages to that effect on the course site or through individual contact.

We have been in online learning situations where people were “listening in,”

whether or not they made their presence known. Participants simply ignored their

presence, which is easier to do when the listener is unseen. An observer in a class-

room is noticed by the students attending the class; an observer in an online class-

room is easily ignored because he or she does not participate in the discussion and,

hence, is not “seen.”

We have found that even when students know they are being observed in the

virtual classroom, their willingness to share on a deeply personal level is not af-

fected. One of us was teaching a class where students were sharing openly their

concerns about the program in which they were enrolled. Unknown to them or to

the instructor, the chair of the department began observing in order to evaluate

instructor performance. Once this information was shared with the students, it

did not alter their participation or the nature of their contributions, although they

did share some concern about how they might be received. Nonetheless, it is im-

portant for instructors to provide an explanation to participants when someone

will be listening in but not participating in the discussion and to allow discussion

of this issue if it makes anyone uncomfortable.

Participation is essential if we are to learn of and from each other. It isn’t

simply a matter of arbitrarily choosing to participate or not-this is a col-

lective, or better collaborative, effort REQUIRING conversation and re-

flection. To be truly collaborative, we must all participate. Cyd

CONNECTEDNESS AND COALESCENCE

As we have discussed, connectedness and coalescence of the group in the online

classroom does not happen instantaneously; time and encouragement are needed

from the instructor. Although it can begin with the discussion of mutually agreed

upon guidelines for the course, the need for connectedness does not necessarily
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mean giving up autonomy or submitting to authority or to the group. Instead, con-

necting should be a mutually empowering act. This sense of connectedness and

coalescence can lead to an increased sense of knowing one another, or social pres-

ence, through the shared experiences of struggling with course material and the

medium together; connectedness also comes through conflict and through learn-

ing to learn in a new way.

I’m not someone who connects easily with “strangers”. Small talk is my

downfall. I wrote in my article “An Introvert’s Guide to Networking” that

I need a reason to call my mother. So I find reasons. I suppose in some

ways you could say I have a phobia about face to face contact. Until I

have some reason to connect, something to connect about. I may have

passed each of you in the [university] “halls,” but without SOMETHING

that connected us, probably just said hello. Now we have a common ex-

perience to talk about. Theresa

As students struggle together to navigate the online course or to understand the

content, coalescence happens. It is a gradual understanding that they are experi-

encing something larger than themselves. It is greater than the sum of the parts

and creates a stronger whole that is a learning community.

This has been a delightful course. Through whatever serendipity was op-

erating, the participants brought together a lovely spirit of engagement,

mutual respect, love of learning, and great professional and personal di-

versity. This was most evident in the virtual collaboration involved in con-

structing our group handbook project. Everyone and everything seemed

to fall together in a natural and positive way—though in my experience

such teamwork is not ‘natural’. It comes through the maturity, wisdom,

and selfless commitment of each participant to the greater whole. So I

am deeply grateful for my colleagues and all that they brought to the

course. Barrett

SHARED RESPONSIBILITY, RULES, AND NORMS

Our model of the online learning community and how it develops pays attention

to the topics of shared responsibility, rules, and norms. These elements compose

the purpose of our work together, the policies through which we will accomplish
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our work, and the processes by which we will work together. We share the respon-

sibility for the development of the group through participation. The rules need to

be fluid, and in fact, there should be few actual rules; instead, there should be

guidelines by which we will interact with one another and some boundaries around

that interaction. For example, there should be guidelines about professional com-

munication (or “netiquette”), how often students will participate, and possibly

even due dates for when that participation should occur. The only real discussion

many of our groups have had around ground rules was regarding participation

and norms, specifically how much and how often. Our groups did not always agree

on this. It seems, at times, that we as facilitators have different expectations for par-

ticipation than the group does. Consequently, it is important to openly discuss

these issues when the group first convenes. This can be done by sharing a set of

faculty guidelines or expectations at the start of a course and then asking students

to comment on and agree to them. This forms a contract for learning.

Norms emerge in these groups as the process moves along. Frequently, we find

groups discussing issues of openness, honesty, and safety as norms we commonly

hold and that need to be reinforced. As a group, we may also discuss our goals,

communication styles, and the liabilities of this type of communication. These dis-

cussions help create a community that evolves emotionally and spiritually and that

provides a safe, intimate, and cohesive space in which we can openly share our

thoughts and feelings while learning from each other. Few norms of this sort are

mandated or established at the beginning of our classes; participants usually agree

to norms of openness, honesty, and confidentiality. Norms around levels of par-

ticipation will be established up front by us and discussed by the group. The other

norms emerge as the group progresses.

Communicating interactively needs tools, processes, and roles/responsi-

bilities to synthesize a variety of opinions, to seek out the silent voices,

and to keep it all moving. It has been a challenge for [our university] as

it seeks to do more [electronically]; it is a challenge for business; it will be

a challenge for our towns and government. Claudia

It is very important to establish a virtual environment with norms, pur-

pose, and values. In that sense I don’t think it is any different from es-

tablishing a healthy human environment. It needs to be seen as safe for

everyone to enter and participate. The voices must be heard, the individ-

uals respected. Claudia
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ROLES AND PARTICIPATION

As for roles, the instructor as designated facilitator serves a number of functions,

from organizer to cheerleader to imparter of information. Participants, too, take

on roles. The literature on work groups interacting through technology suggests

that task and process roles do emerge in these groups (McGrath and Hollingshead,

1994). We have found in our groups that there is always a participant who attempts

to keep things moving when the discussion lags, or one who attempts to mediate

conflict or who looks for other members when they have not been present in the

discussion for a few days. The emergence of these roles is an indicator that com-

munity is developing, that members are beginning to look out for one another and

to take care of the business of the course as well. (We offer a much more extensive

discussion of roles and their importance in online learning in Chapter Six.) In a

traditional classroom, leadership will emerge from one or several students in the

group. This, too, represents a way in which students connect and look out for each

other.

I can see how the groups in this virtual class are being created already. Of

course, we have our formal groups but certain informal groups are being

formed. We have all started to develop roles, too. Who are the ones that

have a lot to say, who are the ones that just comment on what the other

people say and add insight, who are the ones that get a lot out of the

book, or the ones that have personal experiences? Carmen

SHADOW ISSUES: 
THE ISSUES WE SIMPLY DON’T WANT TO FACE

Community can provide all of the psychological benefits we have been discussing.

But speaking from a Jungian perspective, community also has a shadow side—el-

ements that are “buried” and unconscious—elements we do not want to face. Some

of those are a tendency to promote “groupthink,” that is, the subtle and not-so-

subtle pressure to conform in thought and action. This kind of oppression can be

devastating on a psychological level. When one is experiencing that kind of pres-

sure, the result can be feelings of unease, not belonging, not feeling safe—feelings

of being an outsider. There is a tendency to keep quiet and just feel uncomfortable

when a loud, vocal group is speaking for the community or group. After a while,

one may speak out and risk ostracism or leave. If this is occurring in an online
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classroom, some students who are uncomfortable will simply drift away and pos-

sibly drop the course whereas others may become very vocal and angry. A Native

American student with whom one of us was working in an online class was strug-

gling with traditional academics and questioning his ability to do academic work.

A very capable student, his frustrations became “louder” as the term progressed,

prompting other students to contact him offline via e-mail and also to contact the

instructor. Reaching out to him individually was important; it did not solve the

problems he faced in a university setting, but it did calm things a bit for him and

the other students by allowing him another channel of expression of his concerns.

It may be difficult for an instructor to reengage students who feel they cannot

share their thoughts with a very vocal group. When this occurs, it is important for

the instructor to intervene and make space in the process for more silent mem-

bers. Just as an instructor may call on a quiet student in a face-to-face setting, the

same may be necessary in the online group, particularly to support a student with

a dissenting opinion.

Another shadow issue in community is the relative anonymity that the medium

provides. Because students cannot see reactions through facial expression when

something is said, they can sometimes be less cautious about what they say and

how they say it. Somehow, this creates a sense that they are only communicating

with their computer and are not responsible for what they say. Although we have

mentioned that this can be a good thing from the standpoint of the introverted

student, it also can create a situation in which the usual and customary rules of

behavior go by the wayside. One of us was teaching an online class in which a fairly

dominant student became confused and frustrated. She lashed out publicly on the

discussion board, and when the instructor attempted to intervene with her, she re-

fused any attempts at private conversation. Finally, she was removed from the class

until she was willing to work out her differences. In another example, in a class on

social change, a student got into a heated discussion with another student regard-

ing gun control. The exchange seemed to be a simple difference of opinion until

the student who objected to gun control posted a picture of himself in the course

depicting him with all of his guns surrounding him. He then challenged all of the

students in the group to comment on his picture. The instructor intervened pri-

vately with him to let him know that this behavior was inappropriate and that the

picture needed to be removed and apology made to the group. He had not even

considered that anyone would get upset with this behavior and complied imme-
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diately, stating that even his wife hated that picture of him. In a face-to-face class-

room, neither of these incidents would have been likely to occur. The student

who was upset with the instructor would probably have approached the instruc-

tor after class and discussed her issues. The person who objected to gun control

would probably not have brought his guns to class for “show and tell”—at least

we hope not! These examples show, however, that because students are unable to

see the reactions of their peers, it is possible that, for some, inappropriate be-

havior may result. When this occurs, it is important for the instructor to inter-

vene so as not to reduce the level of safety that other students need to feel in the

learning community.

OTHER PSYCHOLOGICAL ISSUES

From a technological point of view, psychological well-being may depend on the

hardware and software environment. If a person feels comfortable with those two

components, then the environment is likely to feel safe and secure. But the oppo-

site could be true if the hardware or software environment changes or is difficult

to navigate. This can also cause physiological problems, such as eyestrain, back

problems, headaches, and stress, all of which can have psychological results. We

have known class participants who, because of the hardware or software being

used, felt frustrated and unhappy with the entire online experience. We have also

experienced software changes at various universities and saw attrition from courses

and programs as a result. This is not to say that software changes should not occur.

Instead, it is important to plan and prepare for these changes by introducing stu-

dents to them in advance and offering training and the chance to ask questions

prior to implementation.

Risk taking for the purpose of connecting with others appears to be the main

psychological issue facing those in communities, whether online or face-to-face.

Consequently, instructors must be cognizant of the psychological issues that could

affect the success or failure of an online class. Just as in the traditional classroom,

attention must be paid to students who seem overly stressed or who express a sig-

nificant degree of painful emotion in their posts. Although instructors want to en-

courage students to take risks and to post ideas that might be considered different

or controversial, it is important to strike a balance and intervene if a student ap-

pears to be in psychological trouble.
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I find myself now part of the [group] and psychologically involved. And

yet, I feel the walls and bounds between us. Out of courtesy and respect,

we don’t probe each other too much. We often take safe positions. I read

that some of you are going through some pain, yet I don’t know how to

reach out through this medium. I feel safe in communicating with you all,

yet I do not (yet) feel a strong individual connection with any one of you.

I know you are out there and willing to support. But, we each have to be

responsible for taking the first step—to ask for help, to share a problem

or an achievement. I suspect inclusion and a psychological connection

come only when we each decide to jump in and get involved. There are

some interesting questions here about personal responsibility in commu-

nity. Claudia

RITUAL AS THE PSYCHOLOGICAL EXPRESSION OF COMMUNITY

Phil Catalfo (1993) wrote about his experiences on the WELL (Whole Earth ’Lec-

tric Link), one of the earliest attempts at online community. He related a story

about John Barlow, who was the lyricist for the Grateful Dead. Barlow was appar-

ently doing an interview on “small towns, real and virtual” and said that “cyber-

space villages like the WELL would never become real communities until they

could address sex and death in ritual terms. Marriages and funerals are the binding

ceremonies in real towns . . . but they have a hard time happening among the dis-

embodied” (Walker, 1993, p. 169). Phil Catalfo disagreed, and so do we.

On more than one occasion we have had to deal with the death of a faculty

member or student as an online class was in progress. Participants have created a

mourning ritual that included a forum through which feelings and memories

could be shared. When possible, we have, with the consent of the group, printed

those postings and shared them with the families of the group members we lost.

Through these forums, we clearly celebrated in ritual terms what it means to be

human. In addition, it is not uncommon for students to post regarding the illness

or death of a loved one. The response is usually an outpouring of support for the

community member. The following was posted in response to the death of a faculty

member:

The night I read about Ari’s death, I sat and stared at the computer while

tears flowed down my face. His death came less than a week after I lost
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a close colleague. It hit me hard. I felt a sensation of disbelief flow

through me like a lightening bolt. Though I will later suggest that com-

puters themselves do not embody a spirit, they certainly did during that

mourning period. I could not have gotten through Ari’s death without

the [online] “memorial.” Theresa

As a result of the sudden death of a student participant at the start of one of

our classes, we created a memorial forum online. The posts were printed and read

at the student’s funeral by one of us and were given to her family, who were amazed

at the depth of feeling being expressed by her student colleagues. The following is

an example of one of the posts to the memorial forum:

For the past week or so, I have contemplated how the loss of one of my

classmates will affect me or if it even would. I have a hard time dealing

with death whether it be somebody I never met before or someone that

was extremely close to me. I lost my father a year ago and one of my best

friends in August. I’m not sure if these have an effect on the way I feel

about the loss of Pam or not but this is how I feel. . . . Pam was a chal-

lenge to me. She was not a student that accepted what a professor said

and took it as the truth. She challenged every idea to the fullest. I re-

member that in most of my classes if we were discussing something then

Pam would always bring in articles from the Wall Street Journal or some-

where that she had read about the issue. I can only imagine how hard it

is to try and be a non-trad student, to get along with all of these teenage

or older kids that try and blow everything off (the things that seemed so

important to Pam). Although I never tried to reach out and meet Pam, I

learned two things that I feel were very important to her. First of all, I

truly learned how important Pam’s degree was to her. Especially from the

lecture our class got the first day in HR Admin. and the way she applied

herself to everything, I knew that Pam was proud of the fact that she was

at school and accomplishing something that she wanted to do for herself.

Secondly, Pam lived and loved for her daughter. There were many times

in classes that she discussed something about her daughter or just related

about her in a story. She posted about her in her biography in this class.

I could just tell that she was always thinking about her and cared for her

so much. Death is a tragedy no matter how it occurs. I am saddened by

the loss of a classmate that I had in all four of my classes this semester and
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thankful for the simple lessons that my short occurrences with her taught

me. God works in mysterious ways and although sometimes his plans con-

fuse me, I am going to bed praying tonight that Pam rests in peace hap-

pily by his side. Who knows, maybe she is meeting some of my past and

learning something about me. Rest in Peace, Pam. Carmen

It is also important to celebrate accomplishments and positive occurrences in

ritual terms. For example, members of the university’s track team participated in

one of our online courses. When they won a significant victory, we celebrated on-

line by acknowledging the win and encouraging others to do the same. We have

also celebrated marriages, births, and other significant achievements during the

course of an online class. Celebrating these rituals is an important expression of

community.

SPIRITUAL ISSUES

The importance of ritual in an online class is related to spirituality because part of

the expression of the human spirit is through ritual. When we first thought about

spirituality and online learning communities, it almost seemed like an oxymoron.

However, we do feel that spirituality enters the online community in more than

one way and thus enters the virtual classroom.

First, given that online communities are essentially human communities, they

are also essentially spiritual. One of the key words here is essentially, as we feel

that the spirit is the essential energy that drives and connects us all. That is, it is

an unseen force that is greater than all of us and works through us. Everything we

do as humans, including our interaction with technology, is spiritual. John De-

cember (1997), in a special focus issue of CMC Magazine devoted to spirituality

online, stated that “if we confine our study of CMC [computer-mediated com-

munication] to only a perspective which assumes a technological, social, or cul-

tural basis for phenomena [we] will miss part of the essence of human experience

online” (p. 1).

Although we are not specifically referring to religion in this discussion, the spir-

itual nature of the online learning community does prompt some students to dis-

cuss their religious beliefs as they relate to the course. We had one student who

began to quote from the Bible to support his posts in a class. As an instructor-
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facilitator of this process, it is important to accept and accommodate this as a di-

mension of the spirituality of the medium and the online group. As we have con-

sulted with and trained faculty for online work, concern has been expressed as to

the appropriateness of quoting scripture or the Bible in an online course. Although

it is not a concern for religiously based institutions, this can become a concern in

public or private institutions that do not have these affiliations. Religiously based

institutions will consciously incorporate religious ritual into an online course, such

as through the use of prayer to kick off the week’s discussion. We teach in institu-

tions that do not have religious affiliation, but we have allowed the use of Bible

and scripture quotations if they directly connect to the course. In a course on

mind-body healing in a nonreligious institution, one of us allowed students to cre-

ate a prayer circle at their request. The use of the circle was completely voluntary;

students could post a request for prayer for themselves or for friends or family who

were ill. They supported their request by citing recent research studies supporting

the use of prayer in healing. Since this aligned with course content, it seemed ap-

propriate, and other students did not object.

Spirituality and consciousness are closely intertwined. Our spirituality helps in-

crease our level of openness and awareness. The increasing openness with which

participants communicate in an online class is spiritual. We find the power of

groups, whether face-to-face or electronic, intensely spiritual. For us, the experi-

ence of spirituality goes back to connectedness. The connection between people,

however that may happen, touches a spiritual core.

This seminar will be long over and we will all be off onto other tasks. It

feels sad to me. If part of being in community is a sense of caring and in-

terest in each other, then, for me, a piece of that is already here. I may

not have a visual picture of all of you to draw on, but after reading sev-

eral messages from each of you, there is a sense of personality and spirit

that comes through. Claudia

Again, it is important for instructors to make room for the spiritual in an on-

line course, although its emergence is likely to vary depending on the course con-

tent and nature of the course. Students frequently express a sense of wonder and

amazement at the depth and nature of the interaction that occurs online. In so

doing, they are commenting on the spiritual nature of their connections with one

another.

The Human Side of Online Learning 59

c03.qxd  5/28/07  12:54 PM  Page 59



CULTURE AND LANGUAGE ISSUES

An instructor must be sensitive to the variety of cultures in today’s online class-

room. It is not uncommon to have students from all over the globe in one class,

whose varying needs and concerns must be accommodated. In some cultures, it

is considered inappropriate for students to question the instructor or the knowl-

edge being conveyed through the course. The co-creation of knowledge and

meaning in an online course, coupled with the instructor’s role as an equal player

in the process, may prove to be a source of discomfort for a student from such a

culture. Conversely, a student who is part of a more communal culture, where

group process is valued, may feel uncomfortable in a course in which independ-

ent learning is the primary mode of instruction. This student may actually feel

more comfortable with the creation of a learning community in the online class.

Culture also relates to the issue of spirituality. In some cultures, the expression of

spirituality is well accepted, whereas in others, it is a private matter. The instruc-

tor’s job, then, in responding to the cultural needs of a diverse student popula-

tion involves seeking out, to whatever degree possible, materials that represent

more than one cultural viewpoint or, when this is not possible, encouraging stu-

dents to bring such resources to the online group. Creating flexible assignments

and task completion structures can also assist with this process. Asking students

to share from their cultural perspective assists not only that student but also in-

creases the cultural sensitivity of the group. Recognizing the different ways in

which students might respond to instructional techniques online and being sen-

sitive to potential cultural barriers and obstacles are means by which the online

classroom, and thus the online learning community, can become more culturally

sensitive.

Language is also a concern, particularly when students such as Soomo, whom

we introduced in Chapter One, are uncomfortable with their language skills. This

is particularly true of nonnative English speakers in courses in which English pre-

dominates but is also true of those students who are not comfortable with their

writing skills. The instructor needs to pay close attention to these students, refer

them for writing assistance when necessary, and take care not to correct their writ-

ing in public. We would not necessarily correct a student’s spoken contribution in

a face-to-face classroom, and this situation would be the equivalent. It is impor-

tant to make space for all contributions to the online community.
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VULNERABILITY, ETHICS, AND PRIVACY

Any social interaction—any attempt at connection—involves making ourselves

vulnerable. We risk rejection, pain, and misunderstanding when we reach out to

others. But as we have established, the benefits of connection far outweigh the risks.

Privacy is a major issue in community. How much do we need to share about our-

selves in order to connect, and how much can we legitimately retain without jeop-

ardizing the essence of community? To some degree, this is an issue of personal

comfort, but some guidelines around sharing personal content should be estab-

lished. In a recent online faculty development session, an ice breaker activity was

introduced by some of the participants. The result was some deep personal sharing

on the part of some of them. Although we were very comfortable with the level of

sharing and did not feel that anything inappropriate had been disclosed, it made

a few participants uncomfortable, and a discussion of this issue ensued. The end

result was an awareness that the instructor needs to establish his or her own sense

of boundaries and communicate that to students so as to help them set bound-

aries around what they share in class. This can be done publicly if it will not shame

the participant for sharing, or privately if a boundary has been significantly

crossed.

For me, it appears in postings that discuss frustration with the process,

frustration regarding timeliness, lack of response to request for negotia-

tion, and request for revisiting norms. For me, personally, part of it is nav-

igating this on-line environment—how do I build relationships when

we’re not face-to-face? How are group members perceiving me and am I

getting my points across effectively when I can’t see body language? Is it

okay for me to be vulnerable and really let group members see who I am?

Will I be accepted? (This last part is becoming less of an issue for me, but

still exists to a small degree.) Shelli

Privacy issues emerge in community in other ways. For example, in face-to-

face or telephone interaction, we can have relatively private conversations. We

can also feel somewhat sure that a message sent directly to someone’s mailbox in

e-mail communication is relatively private. However, there are no assurances of

privacy when we communicate in the virtual classroom. Several writers have

noted that people communicating on bulletin boards frequently act as though
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their contributions are private and are shocked and hurt when they discover the

reality. It is similar to holding a cell phone conversation in a public place. We never

know who might be listening. Often we advise caution to both students and in-

structors online. One suggestion that is often made is to avoid posting something

you would not want your mother to read or that you would not want to see on the

front page of the New York Times. Although that suggestion is made in jest, estab-

lishing norms of caution in an online class is nonetheless important. In addition,

it is often appropriate to establish norms of confidentiality. We both teach in a pro-

gram in which corporate executives are students. They often discuss a norm of

confidentiality relative to their posts, because they do not want private company

information shared outside of the group. Some have taken to providing a pseudo-

nym for their company in order to further protect privacy.

The question of ethics opens an area of discussion that is frequently contro-

versial. Because this area is so new, the ethics around how communication hap-

pens are still being debated. There are many places, both in the online classroom

and around the Internet, where the notion of ethics comes into play. Those who

have used e-mail systems at work probably have many stories about both ethical

and unethical uses of e-mail. Increasingly, we see articles appearing in journals,

newspapers, and on the Internet discussing this subject, along with discussion of

e-mail monitoring in the workplace and spyware programs that allow others to see

what websites someone is visiting online. University administrators are being pres-

sured to confront these issues and set standards around them because of the in-

crease in unacceptable and even illegal uses of e-mail on campus (McDonald,

1997). Mary Sumner (1996) categorizes the social and ethical problems in this

medium as abuse of public computing resources. Included in her list of abuses is

tying up open-access workstations, disk space, network printers, and other shared

resources; invasion of privacy, such as gaining unauthorized access to other peo-

ple’s electronic mail by breaking passwords or spoofing; and improper use of com-

puter systems, including harassment, commercial use of instructional facilities,

and misrepresentation of user communications. We revisit these issues in Chap-

ter Four as we discuss practical considerations for online interaction.

Sexual issues are another unavoidable concern in electronic communication.

Common abuses in this area may include someone posing as a person of a differ-

ent sex, sexual innuendos in textual communications, and sexual harassment. One

instructor reported to us some of her experiences with online courses, one of which
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was interrupted by a “peeping Tom.” Students who were participating and sharing

some fairly personal material were angry and felt violated when this person re-

vealed himself to the group in an inappropriate way. Although course sites are gen-

erally password-protected, it is possible for an intruder to enter. Despite the fact

that observers may be present or others may be able to access the site, the group

constructs an illusion of privacy, which allows them to continue to share openly

with one another (Pratt, 1996).

No online classroom is truly private. Usually, system administrators, depart-

ment chairs, deans, and directors of distance learning have access to the site in

order to work with technical or other problems that may arise. As part of a peer

review system or training program for new faculty who want to teach online, many

institutions have asked faculty to shadow one another in an online course. Finally,

another student can hack into a course, as the student just mentioned was able to

do. Consequently, instructors and students need to think carefully about what to

share or encourage in an online class, and strong norms must be established for

those who have legitimate access to courses for what materials can be carried out

of the course without the consent of the participants. The goal should be to es-

tablish a balance between open dialogue and caution. If an instructor feels that a

participant’s posts are too personal or too open, it is important to contact that stu-

dent confidentially to discuss the issue. In addition, it is important for instructors

to report any breaches of security in the system immediately so that the integrity of

the course is maintained. Finally, material posted by students in the course should

not be used by either the instructor or the institution for any reason without the

express consent of the student. The student’s intellectual property, which takes the

form of his or her contributions to an online course, must be respected.

The encryption of messages is the most reliable means of assuring privacy on-

line, but it is rarely employed in an academic setting. When the issue of privacy is

addressed directly, the vulnerability of participation becomes evident, as uncer-

tainty remains about how and whether contributions will be used by others. Al-

though this uncertainty should not stop instructors and students from using the

Internet for educational purposes, it does raise fairly significant issues that must

be addressed as a virtual community is developing. Members must know that their

communications are not secure and that they must use good judgment in what

they share. Boundaries, therefore, may be more important online than they are

face-to-face, and they must be adhered to and enforced.
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Guidelines for the appropriate use of course material should be posted at the

beginning of the course with a request for clarification and discussion to ensure

that participants understand the importance of this issue. Inappropriate use of

materials, e-mail, or access to the course must be addressed by instructors quickly

and directly so as to maintain the norm of safety and acceptance within the group.

If an instructor or a participant becomes aware that information posted to a course

site has been quoted elsewhere without permission, for example, this breach must

be directly confronted. If it comes to the instructor’s attention that a member of

the group is being stalked by another member, this must also be confronted and

stopped, even if it means removing a student from the class. If a student drops the

class, access to the course site must be denied through deactivation of his or her

password. These are concerns we rarely have in a face-to-face classroom situation,

but they become critical to the creation of a safe course site that facilitates the de-

velopment of an online learning community.

Privacy is an interesting topic to me. I am a very private person in person.

Yet I have been conversing with you about my fears and insecurities and

life choices. And though I do intend my words for those who have been

responding, I am aware that this is a public place where there are silent

readers who now may know me a lot more than I know them. Theresa

Privacy, ethics, vulnerability, and boundaries are all closely related issues in the

online community. Attention to these issues helps create a foundation that sup-

ports the purpose for being there and the purpose of the work together, as well as

reinforcing the creation of a safe and secure environment in which to work. In the

next chapter, we look at these and other issues from a practical standpoint.

FINAL THOUGHTS

Online education requires more than a software package that allows an institution

to offer coursework online. In any setting, whether academic, organizational, or

corporate, it is people who are using the machinery that makes the course go. The

human element, therefore, will inevitably play a role in the electronic classroom,

particularly as we work toward the purpose for being together online.

Human concerns should be welcomed into the classroom, not feared, and

should be worked with as they emerge. The human issues in a developing online
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learning community create a level of challenge to the instructor that might not be

present in the face-to-face classroom. The physical distance between members in

the community pushes instructors to be creative in how they cope with difficult

students who are not participating or those who are violating the privacy of the

group. The fact that the course is being conducted online does not limit the in-

structor to resolving all of these issues online. All means of communication, in-

cluding the telephone and face-to-face meetings, need to be employed in order to

address concerns and deal with problems. The lack of face-to-face contact means

that the sense of group in an online learning community can be fragile, especially

as it is forming. The group can disintegrate quickly when problems occur.

Consequently, what is most critical for the instructor, even when playing a fa-

cilitative and nondirective role in the learning community, is to stay abreast of de-

velopments within the group and to act decisively and quickly when necessary. In

the next chapter, we reconsider these human concerns plus two more practical el-

ements that affect the people and the work of online distance education: time and

group size.
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Practical Considerations 
in Online Learning

In the previous two chapters, we discussed some human issues that

arise as we form an online learning community. We also noted that

online learning communities do not just happen but need to be cre-

ated with good planning and forethought. Consequently, there are

some practical considerations that must be taken into account if the

class is to be successful. Included in these are time, size, cost, and secu-

rity. Another consideration is the software used for the class, which

we discuss in Chapter Five. The success or failure of an online en-

deavor depends on getting these practical considerations right.

ABOUT TIME

Concerns about time relate primarily to the amount of time required for partici-

pation on the part of both students and faculty. In this section, we discuss several

of the concerns related to time: asynchronous and synchronous environments,

time offline versus online, time constraints, and time management.

Asynchronous and Synchronous Environments
Online classes can be conducted either synchronously (real-time virtual classrooms

or chat) or asynchronously, meaning that postings are staggered. Our preference,

based on our experiences with online teaching, is for the asynchronous environ-
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ment. It is the creation of community in that environment to which all of our pre-

vious discussion relates. The asynchronous environment allows participants to log

on to the class or discussion at any time, think about what is being discussed, and

post their own responses when they wish. However, recent advances in synchro-

nous technology, as well as increasing skill with its use, are helping us see the ben-

efits of this form of technology in community building and the delivery of an

online class.

The challenge of conducting a synchronous meeting or class session is to coor-

dinate time with a dispersed group and to facilitate in such a way that all “voices”

are heard. Although many groups ask for the ability to have synchronous discus-

sion (chat capability), we find that skill is needed on the part of the facilitator for

productive discussion or participation or it will disintegrate into simple one-line

contributions of minimal depth and wander off topic. It can replicate the face-to-

face classroom in that the participant who is the fastest typist will probably con-

tribute the greatest amount to the discussion, thus becoming the “loudest voice”

in the group. In addition, contributions may end up out of sync; a participant may

respond to a comment made several lines earlier but be unable to post that re-

sponse immediately due to the number of people posting or the speed of the con-

nection to the discussion. Some newer forms of technology, such as virtual

classroom technology, have helped mitigate some of these concerns. Finkelstein

(2006) notes that to make synchronous interaction and the use of virtual class-

rooms effective, an agreement must be struck between the instructor and partici-

pating learners. The instructor, in arranging the synchronous session, has

determined that this is the optimal means by which to engage with learners in ex-

ploring content, in essence making the commitment not to waste learner time.

Learners agree to minimize the distractions around them as they work synchro-

nously and to use the time meaningfully.

If the group is internationally distributed, time differences become critical, as

does the impact of culture on communication. Careful determination must be

made of whose time zone will be used to conduct synchronous sessions. If stu-

dents are located simultaneously in Europe, across the United States, and in Asia,

as we have experienced in some of our classes, the challenge to hold synchronous

sessions increases. Often the students themselves will resist using chat to com-

municate with one another in these circumstances and will remind their peers

that time zone issues are a concern when the possibility of holding a chat session

is raised.
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Synchronous communication has become popular with those who need to con-

duct meetings with distributed work teams through technologies such as WebEx.

Again, however, time zone concerns are crucial. We were asked to consult to a

human resources staff person for a large multinational company that used a dis-

tributed team format. The manager of an internationally distributed team within

the company was baffled when a Japanese member resigned. Upon investigation,

she discovered that the team member was required to drive for two hours in the

middle of the night in order to get to the office to participate in a synchronous

team meeting. However, because it was not appropriate for him to complain to a

superior, given his cultural background, he felt that his only option was to resign.

Conversely, we worked with an agri-business firm located in the central part of the

United States, Canada, and Mexico. In this case, the use of synchronous technol-

ogy for training was useful because all participants were in the same time zone,

thus creating ease of access and minimal inconvenience. As online distance learn-

ing programs attract an increasingly international market, educators will need to

consider the impact of time and cultural differences on the conducting of courses.

The managers of an educational program being conducted completely online

told us recently that they were resisting the addition of chat capability for their stu-

dents because of concerns about time. Because the students in the program were

globally distributed, theirs was a logistics concern. How would they be able to con-

duct a class meeting synchronously, given that their students were all over the

world? On whose time schedule would these meetings be conducted? Would the

schedule be determined by the instructor? The students? Whose time zone would

win out? Although these may seem like small, petty issues to some, they become

critical when an instructor or a participant is asked to get up in the middle of the

night to participate in a class discussion. Certainly, this would reduce the quality

of participation and thus erode a developing sense of community in the group.

These are certainly not insurmountable concerns—rotation of times for meetings

or multiple meetings might help overcome these challenges—but the point is that

they need to be considered carefully.

Another concern in synchronous communication is the ease with which mem-

bers can become confused and overloaded if guidelines for participation are not

established at the start. As discussion occurs in real time, members may not be able

to keep up with the pace established. In an attempt to deal with this problem, many

virtual classroom applications for synchronous communication include ways to

signal for recognition—much like raising a hand in a face-to-face classroom.
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Although this helps create order out of possible chaos, it does not help stem a sense

of overload as the discussion proceeds. Consequently, the facilitator should stop

periodically and check to see whether there are questions from silent members or

to break up the flow a bit. Finkelstein (2006) likens the role of the facilitator-in-

structor to a host at a successful dinner party. A good host prepares for his or her

guests to arrive, welcomes them, assesses their mood and needs, helps them feel

included in the conversation, and facilitates connection and conversation between

them. Given that the synchronous virtual classroom most approaches what goes

on face-to-face, he notes that it is easy to fall into an “autopilot” mode when work-

ing synchronously and forget that the learners are even present.

We do not mean to condemn synchronous communication, however. It clearly

can be a dynamic and challenging setting in which to meet and can be especially

useful in facilitating brainstorming and whiteboarding sessions. (Whiteboarding is

writing or drawing on a shared screen.) A recent example of effective use of syn-

chronous media has been Delgado Community College’s Summer Institute. Dev-

astated by Hurricane Katrina in 2005, Delgado, located in New Orleans, has had

to turn to the use of online classes in order to continue to serve its student body.

The number of online courses being delivered by the institution has grown dra-

matically since the storm, and faculty have been anxious to receive training to im-

prove course development and delivery. Prior to the storm, Delgado held a

two-week, on-campus institute focused on the use of technology in the classroom.

However, with staff, faculty, and students dispersed and with the new focus on on-

line delivery, a decision was made to hold a one-week institute online. The response

by faculty to this idea was extremely positive, and a one-week course that contained

asynchronous discussion assignments for participants along with live webcasts and

synchronous chat sessions was delivered. A week of real-time, synchronous ses-

sions would have been exhausting for all participants, but the combination of asyn-

chronous and synchronous delivery created variety, as well as time for participating

faculty to catch their breath.

As the Delgado example conveys, the key is to choose the appropriate synchro-

nous media in an online course and to pay particular attention to good facilita-

tion skills to make it effective and worth the time and effort it takes to arrange it.

Designing a one-week institute clearly takes a great deal of time and effort. How-

ever, there are simple ways to include synchronous media in an online course. One

of us uses chat regularly to hold online office hours or to set up a question and an-

swer session for students. Chat can be a useful adjunctive tool in a predominantly
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asynchronous online class, but for it to be successful, the number of students par-

ticipating should be small, the concerns and time zones of all participants must be

considered, and guidelines for equal participation must be established in advance.

In asynchronous classes, members have the luxury of time. Postings can occur

at the convenience of the participants, allowing them time to read, process, and

respond. However, because participants can take their time, asynchronous classes

need to take place over a much longer period, which should be factored into the

planning. What might have been a weekend workshop may have to be stretched

over one or two weeks to allow for full participation. The amount to be discussed

in one week during a semester course may need to be pared down to manageable

size in order for all participants to have an opportunity to read and respond. This

is not to say that due dates and guidelines should not be established; we routinely

set due dates for discussion postings in order to help students manage their time.

Having the luxury of time does not mean letting things slide.

I really enjoy being able to do my work whenever I want to. Along with

the flexibility it also gives me a sense of responsibility. Jason

Time Offline Versus Time Online
As we conduct our classes and training sessions about online teaching, one reac-

tion is always expressed by several members of the audience: surprise about the

amount of time it takes to teach a course online. Many instructors, institutions,

and students mistakenly believe that this mode of teaching and course delivery is

easy. We have found the opposite to be true. An instructor for an online course

cannot simply post material and walk away for a week. If that happens, the in-

structor may log on to find a flurry of posts and questions and may have difficulty

appropriately reentering the conversation. The same, of course, is true for students.

One of the greatest institutional concerns that we have encountered in the last

few years is instructor accountability. There is concern that some instructors are

simply posting discussion questions and then do not log back into the course as

the discussion is occurring to monitor progress or offer input and feedback. We

find that we need to check the course site at least once a day, if not more, in order

to respond quickly to student posts, offer advice or suggestions, or simply make

our presence known and felt. We do, however, recommend setting boundaries

around instructor time. The fact that an online classroom is open and available

twenty-four hours a day, seven days a week does not mean that the instructor is
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also available during all of that time. Instructors need to factor in time off as well

as reasonable response times and communicate those to students at the start of the

course. For example, students should know response times to e-mail, such as

twenty-four to forty-eight hours, and to the grading of assignments, such as seven

to ten days, as well as how often the instructor intends to log on and participate.

We encourage instructors to take at least one day off per week from their online

courses. If that day is a set day per week—for example, we both take off on Satur-

days—then that can be communicated to students early on with notation that e-

mails will be returned and questions answered on the instructor’s return.

One thing we have learned, however, is that giving students too much infor-

mation about time away makes them anxious. We both travel extensively and al-

ways leave home with a laptop computer in order to keep up with classes. This is

one of the benefits of online learning: it is portable. However, when we have kept

students abreast of our travel schedules, we have found that it will almost certainly

result in some negative comments on final course evaluations, such as, “She was

away too much or too busy to pay attention to us.” It is interesting that if students

perceive that the course is being delivered from the instructor’s home or office on

campus, they do not seem to worry about how busy the instructor may be. But

when the course is being delivered from a hotel room, their perception changes.

Consequently, we have become more cautious about sharing travel schedules or

other information regarding potential interference with time online and have only

done so in urgent situations, such as illness or inability to log on.

Students also need to be responsive and involved, as we have discussed previ-

ously, and to inform the instructor and their peers should they need to be away

from class. As one of our students stated:

One thing I must say with this group as compared to my classes last quar-

ter, you have to check in more than the required two times a week. . . . .

I found that when I came on-line there were so many long postings and

so many rich thoughts that it was hard to respond to soooo much. So my

answer is to try and come on-line more often. Cindy

Another student commented:

To some degree it’s easier to drive to a class every Wednesday night for

three hours or to spend all weekend in class. At least you know that the

time is designated and finite. This class, on the other hand, goes on 24

Building Online Learning Communities72

c04.qxd  5/28/07  12:54 PM  Page 72



hours a day, 7 days a week. This makes it so much harder to know when

to “go to class” so to speak. I thought this would be an easier way to take

class. I was wrong! June

Instructors in the online arena will find that the time needed to deliver this type

of class is two to three times greater than to deliver a face-to-face class, especially

as they develop and deliver a course for the first time. Exhibit 4.1 illustrates this

difference. It is an accounting of time by one of us in the online delivery of one

week of a class, Basic Addiction Studies. The class was a graduate-level class that

normally met once a week for two-and-a-half hours. The instructor needed to can-

cel a class and could not reschedule it, so she conducted the class online for a week.

The twenty-three students participating were divided into four discussion groups.

All of the groups were discussing the same topic. Students had varying levels of

comfort with technology, although the instructor was very comfortable with it.

This was the first experience in online learning for most of the students; very ac-

tive discussion ensued.

Although the amount of time involved with the delivery of one week of in-

struction may seem daunting, the level and quality of participation on the part of

students helps surmount any feelings of being overwhelmed that might result. In

addition, as both instructor and students become acclimated to the online envi-

ronment, both develop time-saving devices that help them be more efficient with

their time. The first time an instructor delivers a course will be far more time con-

suming than the third or fourth delivery of the same class, even with updates and

modification. Regardless of the amount of time an online class takes, there is noth-

ing more exciting than to log on to a course site and see groups of students actively

engaged with the material. We find it energizing and exhilarating, although the

amount of work involved cannot be minimized.

Additional Time Issues
Increasing amounts of online time can contribute to issues now noted in the

literature on online learning, such as addiction to being online and informa-

tion addiction. Frequently referred to as information overload or “infoglut,” in-

formation addiction actually goes beyond what we ordinarily think of

as overload. In an overload situation, students and faculty may be inundated

with so much poorly managed information that they feel they simply cannot

keep up.
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Harasim and others (1996) report on this negative aspect of learning online and

student reactions to it: “Students report information overload, communication

anxiety in relation to the delayed responses in an asynchronous environment, in-

creased work and responsibility, difficulty in navigating online and following the

discussion threads, loss of visual cues, and concerns about health issues related to

computer use” (p. 15). A typical reaction to overload is to retreat. If a student dis-

appears from an online class, overload may be the culprit. This needs to be inves-

tigated with the student so that appropriate course management techniques can
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Exhibit 4.1.
Time Comparisons of an Online versus 

Face-to-Face Class for One Week.

Instructor 
Activity                Face-to-Face Class Online Class

Preparation

Class time

Follow Up

Totals for the 
week

2 hours per week to:

Review assigned reading

Review lecture materials

Review and preparation of
in-class activities

2 1/2 hours per week of as-
signed class time

2 to 3 hours per week for:

Individual contact with stu-
dents

Reading student assign-
ments

6 1/2 to 7 hours per week

2 hours per week to:

Review assigned reading

Prepare discussion questions
and “lecture” material in the
form of a paragraph or two

2 hours daily to:

Read student posts

Respond to student posts

2 to 3 hours per week for:

Individual contact with 
students via e-mail and
phone

Reading student 
assignments

18 to 19 hours per week

Note: Time involved with online classes is related to a number of variables such as the num-
ber of students enrolled in the class, the level of comfort with the technology on the part of
both the instructor and the students, the encountering of technical difficulties, the degree to
which discussion is an expected part of class activity, and the types of activities in which stu-
dents are engaged.
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be implemented. Frequently, students who are new to online learning call us ask-

ing for assistance in taking in and responding to the amount of information being

generated within a course. Providing tips on how to read and respond often helps.

Generally, we advise these students to log on just to read what is newly posted.

Then we suggest that they log off to spend time reflecting on what they have read

and to compose their own comments. Once that has been completed, we advise

them to log back on to post their responses only. This helps students manage their

time as well as deal with the information contained in an online course in “chunks”

rather than all at once.

With information addiction, however, the opposite of overload occurs. Partic-

ipants may begin to “binge” on e-mail exchanges or contributions to the course

site or just to being online. A sense of urgency develops, coupled with frustration

when others do not respond in kind. Inflammatory messages may be the result.

Participants experiencing information addiction may, but will not always, sense

that they are somehow out of control. Their need to spend time online takes over

and goes beyond what would appear to be the norm. They may ignore family,

work, and classes to spend time on the Internet (Young, 1998). Frequently, as with

any other form of addiction, they do not recognize the extent of their problem; the

instructor may need to intervene and help them manage the time they spend on-

line. Although this may seem far-fetched to some, L. Dean Conrad and Perry Crow-

ell (1997), in their article “E-mail Addiction,” describe this means of

communication as both a blessing and a curse. If not properly managed, addiction

to the medium can lead to becoming less effective overall. The American Psycho-

logical Association, in its 1997 annual conference, also recognized this problem by

presenting a diagnosis based on research conducted by Kimberly Young (1998),

which they term pathological Internet use or PIU. Those suffering with PIU are said

to spend in excess of thirty-six hours per week online and to experience some of

the symptoms mentioned earlier.

Conrad and Crowell (1997) present a “12–Step Program” to regain control.

Many of their suggestions would be useful to a participant in an online course who

is struggling with issues of information addiction:

• Set a specific time each day to read and respond to messages rather than doing

it throughout the day.

• Wait to respond to a message that upsets you and be careful of what you say

and how you say it.
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• Never say anything that you could not tolerate seeing in print on the front page

of your local newspaper.

• Establish clear priorities for dealing with messages and categorize messages by

importance and need to respond (pp. 4–5).

The instructor’s response to all of this should be course management tech-

niques, such as good organization of the course site and presentation of material

in manageable pieces, along with sensitivity to the signals that students may be giv-

ing regarding their inability to keep up. Good course management includes the use

and enforcement of participation deadlines. For example, students may be told

that a discussion opens on Monday and that their first post in response to the dis-

cussion questions is due by Wednesday and their responses to their peers by Fri-

day. Creating deadlines such as these creates boundaries in a setting where

boundaries are difficult to determine, assists the students in scheduling and man-

aging their time, and helps reduce anxiety. Exhibit 4.2 lists some of the time con-

cerns that may arise and techniques for dealing with the concerns.

Instructors must be prepared to help students manage their time online to avoid

both overload and the potential for developing addiction to the medium. On a

more positive note, however, students who use the medium appropriately find that

it can help them develop the research skills needed for other classes, become more

responsible in their study habits, and be better able to manage their time overall.

I do spend a LOT more time on line. Not only for this class, but I find my-

self using the Internet more for my other classes as well. Carmen

Time Management
Clearly, the need to be involved to a greater extent in these classes creates a greater

need for time management. Part of what participants need to learn from an on-

line class is how to divide their time into tasks: reading the assigned material to

prepare for the online discussion, reading the contributions of other students and

preparing one’s own, participating in small-group work, and completing the other

assignments for the course. The instructor can assist with this process by assign-

ing reading material in manageable pieces, attempting to enforce time limits on

the discussion of a particular topic by locking discussion forums or using 

the selective release features built into many course management systems, and 
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Minimal or no participation on
the part of one or more students
due to information overload.

Information overload due to
poorly managed or poorly 
organized information.

Communication anxiety

Exhibit 4.2.
Course and Time Management Techniques.

Personal contact to determine cause.

Suggest setting a time daily to log on in
order to read only.

Print messages from course site.

Set two additional times per week to 
respond. Prepare responses in word
processor and copy and paste to course
site.

Assist in management of outside read-
ing for the course.

Make sure that students are posting to
the appropriate discussion forums and
correct if necessary.

Add discussion forums if necessary to
separate and organize material.

Present outside reading in manageable
amounts.

If class is large, divide the group into
smaller discussion groups.

Establish time limits on discussion 
of topics (such as one or two weeks 
per topic)

Personal contact to reassure student.

Supportive response every time the stu-
dent posts until anxiety is reduced.

Ensure that student is comfortable with
the technology being used.

Encourage preparation of posts in word
processor and copy and paste into
course site rather than posting on the
spot.

Concern Instructor Response

(continued)
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establishing participation guidelines. In addition, student anxiety about the per-

ceived need to respond immediately to course material can be minimized through

good time-management techniques.

Some of the suggestions we have made to students who are having difficulty

with time management and course management in general are as follows:

• Log on to the course site with the intention of downloading and reading only.
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Exhibit 4.2.
Course and Time Management Techniques (continued)

Concern Instructor Response

Lack of participation due to 
technical difficulties

Reduced participation due to 
concerns about privacy
and exposure

Excessive posting accompanied
by irritation with others who 
cannot “keep up”

Personal contact with student to provide
instruction and coaching on the technol-
ogy in use.

Contact with systems administrators to
resolve technical problems that are out
of student or instructor control.

Availability of technical support for par-
ticipants.

Personal contact with students to deter-
mine nature of concern and encourage
participation.

Supportive responses to student posts
to reduce anxiety and encourage partici-
pation.

Plug any security leaks immediately by
working with systems administrators
and changing passwords if necessary.

Personal contact with the student to as-
sist with course management and to
provide feedback on participation.

Suggest only one time daily for logging
on.

Limit posts to two per week.

Limit length of posts.
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• Print new messages, if possible, to allow time to review them in a more leisurely

fashion.

• Once messages have been read and reviewed, formulate a response to be posted.

Do not feel as though an immediate response is necessary in an asynchronous

environment.

• In order to be more thoughtful about responses, prepare them in a word proces-

sor and then copy and paste them to the course site. If hard disk space is at a

premium or if a lab computer is being used, copy your responses to a disk, CD,

or flash drive for use later on.

These suggestions tend to allay student fears about what constitutes good par-

ticipation while providing them with a more organized and thoughtful way to ap-

proach the course. An additional benefit of this approach is that it can help

minimize the potential of lost work due to Internet time-outs or other problems

with technology. Also, they reduce some students’ tendency to respond off the tops

of their heads, thus improving the quality of their responses; the possibility of con-

flict and flaming is reduced as well.

Time Constraints
A final consideration in the issue of time, as it relates to online courses, is time con-

straints. Frequently, because instructors are teaching online courses through in-

stitutional structures, they are expected to fit these courses into existing time

frames, such as quarters or semesters, although many institutions are now exper-

imenting with variations such as six- and eight-week intensive courses. This can

be somewhat constraining or inhibiting in that an online course frequently takes

on a rhythm of its own. It may start out somewhat slowly, as students work out

any technical problems they may be experiencing and begin to feel out the pa-

rameters of the course and to know each other. We then frequently see the course

take off for a time, with students contributing at a very high level and responding

to each other with great frequency. The course may then begin to wane around

midterm, particularly as students begin to grapple with the expectations and de-

mands of their other face-to-face or online courses. Consequently, preparation for

exams and term papers may slow down the interactive process, which may force

the instructor to take a much greater facilitative role as the quarter or semester

progresses, when we would expect the opposite to be true. After the midpoint of
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the course, we are likely to see a flurry of participation, particularly toward the end,

as students ask questions about course completion, post final assignments to the

course site, and are asked to reflect on and process the experience as a whole. It is

interesting that in most cases, as the course progresses, there tends to be less need

for the instructor to actively participate in the online discussion past the midpoint.

As students form their learning community, they look more to one another for

feedback and feel less need to depend on the instructor. Some instructors have dif-

ficulty with this, as they feel that they have lost control of the process. And some

institutions have difficulty with this, because they feel that the instructor is not

doing his or her job. We feel, however, that this diminishing dependence on the in-

structor is very positive and shows that a solid learning community has formed.

One of us facilitated a class that was so highly interactive that instructor partici-

pation was actually seen by the students as an intrusion. The students told the in-

structor, in this instance, that they would invite his participation if they needed it

and asked him to otherwise monitor and only jump in if it was necessary from his

point of view. Although we have never seen this happen in another class, it is an

indicator that a very strong community had formed and was progressing well

through the course as a result.

Another unrelated but interesting time constraint is the expectation of many

institutions that instructors maintain office hours. An instructor who maintains

an office on campus and is teaching both face-to-face and online classes may not

find this particularly challenging. But how is this accomplished when the office is

virtual? If students are geographically dispersed, as many are in online courses, or

the instructor is adjunct and not available on campus, this can be a challenging re-

striction. Certainly, it is important for instructors to make themselves available by

phone to students in an online course or they can set up weekly synchronous chat

sessions and invite students to participate as needed or to set an appointment to

meet in the chat room. These are by far the simplest solutions. The establishment

of telephone office hours, telephone appointments, or chat time can serve the same

function as face-to-face office hours.

One accounting instructor with whom we worked a few years ago came up with

a particularly creative solution to this dilemma. She established online office hours

in an asynchronous environment. She notified students that she would be check-

ing the course site every few minutes on Monday evenings from 9:00 P.M. until

10:00 P.M. and on Thursday evenings from 9:00 P.M. until 9:30 P.M. The Thursday

office hours happened to coincide with the time that the television show Seinfeld
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was on in her area and she told her students that she would be watching Seinfeld

in between the times that she checked the course site. What quickly happened was

that all of the students began watching Seinfeld, checking the course site, interact-

ing with the instructor and also with each other, discussing what was happening

in the television show in one area of the course site and posting questions for the

instructor in another area of the discussion board. Not only did this solution cre-

ate the opportunity to have questions answered by the instructor during her office

hours, but it also deepened the sense of community within the group. This was a

particularly interesting and creative means by which to accomplish this, given that

the course was a statistical methods course—a subject that would be challenging

in terms of creating an online learning community.

At a recent distance learning conference, a nursing instructor shared an inter-

esting story related to time and time constraints—a story that we have heard from

many other instructors as well. She found that her class time online was not being

respected by others in her department. If she logged on to her course site while in

her office at the university, others did not seem to respect that she was actually

teaching a class. Colleagues would come into her office and ask to speak to her.

Someone would interrupt her and ask her to do something or ask whether she was

interested in having a cup of coffee. Her eventual response to these interruptions

was to close her office door and post a sign on it that read, “In class. Please do not

disturb.” Her colleagues respected the closed door, and she was able to have unin-

terrupted time in which to focus on her class.

What is most important in considering a means by which to hold “office hours”

and have the dedicated time for an online class is that instructors delivering on-

line courses do not have the luxury of going on vacation for a week or two, at least

not without a laptop! Their continuous presence, guidance, and availability to the

participants is critical to successful course outcomes. These elements must be ac-

knowledged and respected by administrators and colleagues in order to provide

the support instructors need to successfully teach in this arena.

GROUP SIZE

Closely related to issues of time are those of group size. Group size is of major im-

portance in an online classroom because it relates to the ability of the instructor

to maintain some modicum of control over the process without subjecting par-

ticipants to information overload.
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If a synchronous meeting or class is being conducted, the group should be small

enough to allow for full participation and to prevent information overload. Groups

that are too large can be overwhelming for the instructor and the participants; five

to ten is an ideal number. Asynchronous groups, however, can be much larger. As

many as twenty or more participants can have a successful experience in an asyn-

chronous setting. However, the success of a large group depends on the skill of the

instructor as facilitator, his or her knowledge of the course management system

and online facilitation, the content being discussed and explored, and the means

by which that exploration occurs. A recent ASHE Higher Education Report notes

that the best argument for establishing class size is instructional philosophy and

instructional design. Although cost efficiency is a concern, it should not be the

driving influence in establishing class size (Meyer, 2006).

If participants are expected to post papers for discussion, for example, having

a smaller number of participants or staggered posting dates would better facilitate

that process. In addition, a large group can be broken into small groups or teams

for the purposes of completing assignments, having discussions, or conducting

evaluations, thus promoting an environment in which collaborative work is nec-

essary. Small group leadership can be rotated among the students and an area can

be created in the course in which the leaders report on group discussion weekly.

Again, the nature of the course and the types of assignments given must be taken

into account when creating this type of structure. Smaller groups are necessary if

papers are to be written collaboratively or if online presentations are to be pre-

pared, for example, for presentation to the larger group. However, one caveat is not

to create groups that are too small. We have found that groups smaller than five

tend to lose energy and have difficulty maintaining a discussion. If there is uneven

participation among the members, this can become an even more difficult issue.

Creativity on the part of the instructor is necessary to promote the best use of

group size. The educational level of the participants and the course content play a

role here as well. In many of our graduate-level classes, we ask students to research

and complete papers that are posted online and then facilitate a discussion with

their peers on that content. This creates the basis for discussion that allows the par-

ticipants to go far beyond the designated course content. With an undergraduate

course, however, we may stay closer to the textbook but create smaller groups or

teams to complete projects and work together on case studies that may or may not

be presented to the large group. Discussion takes the form of responses to ques-
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tions posed to the entire group; questions are related to the material being read in

the textbook.

Regardless of the means by which group management is attempted, issues re-

lated to group dynamics and the potential for unequal participation must be con-

sidered. Whether working in a large group or in smaller teams, the dynamics of

the online group and the process through which it develops is similar to face-to-

face groups. Therefore, the instructor should monitor that process and jump in as

facilitator when necessary. When smaller groups are created within a larger class

or group, each group should be asked to appoint a team leader or, if the group

project is to span a number of weeks, to rotate facilitation. That person then be-

comes responsible for facilitating the interaction within the team, with the un-

derstanding that help can be requested from the instructor if that becomes

necessary. Other roles may be assigned as well, a topic we will discuss later in the

book. In the guidelines that we create for our online classes, we always ask group

members to be willing to work out any issues or differences online. We do this to

minimize outside discussion that may be harmful to the development of a working

group. If members are gossiping or having what we like to call “side dishes” or side

conversations that may not be supportive of what is happening in the group, it fre-

quently will show up in limited participation in the group and an unwillingness

to work collaboratively.

Although we tend to stay out of the small group discussions, we do monitor

them for participation, and the student leader for the week can invite us into the

discussion if there are issues that need our attention. Brookfield and Preskill

(2005) note that the assignment of small group discussions is not a means by

which the instructor can “opt out” of facilitation. Instead, the instructor should

take the opportunity to model good discussion skills and monitor the small

groups. In so doing, the instructor is asking students to do no more or less than

he or she would do.

It is important to stress that group members have a responsibility to each other;

they also depend on each other for the successful outcome of the course. One

means of ensuring that participants work together, as we have previously discussed,

is to establish participation guidelines at the outset. This still may not solve the

problem of unequal participation, however. Harasim and others (1996) describe

the problem as follows: “A potential benefit of learning networks is that each stu-

dent can participate equally in class discussions and activities; however, each 
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student may not put in the same volume or quality of material. Differences based

on student interest, ability, availability, or other considerations affect the upper

and lower levels of participation. . . . some students may dominate or others refuse

to participate” (p. 228).

Because of the issue of unequal participation, it is important to include partic-

ipation levels in whatever form of evaluation is undertaken to measure student

outcome. We have had team members evaluate each other’s participation and con-

tributions to the class within guidelines. For example, the team leaders can assign

a grade for participation each week to the members of their team. That grade is

then reported to the instructor, who evaluates it for fairness and may make some

modifications if he or she deems necessary. In addition, we will ask each member

of the group to submit a self-assessment, which we take very seriously as we assess

student performance.

COST AND OTHER ADMINISTRATIVE ISSUES

Linda Harasim and her colleagues (1996), when discussing the online classroom,

state: “The change in the concept of time that an instructor spends with students

will present an even bigger challenge for the administrator. The time and effort an

instructor expends becomes a linear function of the number of students in a class.

Administrators can no longer economize on educational effort by increasing class

size. The instructor can no longer adapt to class size by allowing less time for in-

dividual interaction with the students” (p. 232).

Clearly, the idea that the larger the class, the greater the return cannot be ap-

plied to the online classroom, a conclusion supported by the ASHE Report (Meyer,

2006). Given the amount of time needed on the part of both faculty and students

to make the class proceed successfully, limiting class size when delivering courses

in this medium is the key. A survey conducted by RAND (reported in the Econo-

mist, May 10, 1997) indicates that courses delivered via the Internet can help cut

central administrative costs while reaching out to more students who are beyond

the confines of the university. Given the lower costs involved in delivery, universi-

ties can afford to keep class sizes small without reducing the revenues from these

classes. The survey further suggests that offering these types of courses is having

an impact on how universities are organized. This study does not factor in the costs

of course development or course revision, however, nor does it look at the costs of
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student and faculty support as a course is delivered (Meyer, 2006). These factors

must be taken into account to determine the true costs of delivering online courses

and programs. One way that institutions are coping with developmental costs is

through scalability. Through good use of instructional design and the develop-

ment of courses that can be delivered to a larger number of students, development

costs are minimized. These methods will not eliminate delivery costs (that is, fac-

ulty salaries), however, or the costs to support students and faculty online.

Nonetheless, good training is needed to assist faculty in becoming better facilita-

tors, and flexible instructional design allows them to customize a course as needed.

This discussion of the cost of online learning does raise a larger issue regarding

course fees and faculty compensation. Many universities are charging the same fees

for both face-to-face and online classes. We have heard students complain about

this, stating that because the course does not cost the university as much to deliver,

their fees should be reduced. Students do not see the costs involved with online

learning because they are not physically attending a class where the instructor is

present. Consequently, students in this environment must see a high degree of fac-

ulty involvement and presence in order to feel that they are getting what they paid

for. In addition, they need adequate technical support. Costs involved with this

mode of delivery include licenses for the software in use, servers to house the soft-

ware, course development, faculty training for both course development and course

delivery, faculty pay, technical support, securing and maintenance of the system,

and much more. Most of these costs are hidden from student view but are very real

to university administrators, and they need somehow to be accounted for in budg-

ets for online programs. Meyer (2006) notes that it is important to distinguish be-

tween the services used by campus-based and online students and to communicate

to students how those differences impact fees.

Another critical cost factor is faculty pay. A summary of studies in the ASHE

Report (Meyer, 2006) indicate that the faculty time required for online classes is

greater than that required for face-to-face teaching, although pay for that work may

not be commensurate. Some of the additional tasks for faculty involved in online

teaching are receiving and responding to a greater number of e-mails, researching

new knowledge to assist with the development and revision of courses, learning to

use software, facilitating the class, holding more office hours, and grading student

work. Some institutions pay faculty less for teaching online because of the absence

of travel and designated class time, along with the smaller group sizes. However,
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when we have discussed this issue with faculty who are teaching online, the feel-

ing is that because they are required to be available every day for a particular class

and are actually doing more work in the preparation and delivery of the class,

salaries for this form of teaching should be higher. A study regarding institutional

support for distance teaching (Wolcott and Haderlie, 1997) reports that faculty are

more motivated to participate in distance learning programs when this is included

as part of their teaching load and not considered an add-on. However, the ASHE

Report indicates that many faculty are being asked to teach online in overload sit-

uations. Consequently, in addition to a full load of face-to-face classes, they may

be asked to teach one or two online courses. According to Wolcott and Haderlie,

motivation increases when faculty feel they are adequately compensated for the

amount of work required. Faculty feel less motivated to teach in distance mode

when they do not feel supported by the institution or recognized for their efforts in

this arena. The study states: “The amount of work required, together with the time

involved to adapt instruction for distance delivery and to learn new skills associ-

ated with the technology, posed significant barriers to participation when added

to an already heavy workload” (p. 15).

In fact, the provision of distance learning options may not be less expensive for

the institution. Although the institution saves money on the use of classroom

space, the costs we mentioned earlier that include the technology, transmission,

maintenance, infrastructure, production, support, and, of course, personnel all

need to be factored into the mix. What we are really looking at, then, is the alloca-

tion of resources, both tangible and intangible. The tangible resources are the hard

costs such as hardware, software, and faculty salaries—items that have a specific

cost attached and can be clearly budgeted. The intangible resources are elements

such as training and support.

The Instructional Telecommunications Council of the American Association

of Community Colleges completed a survey regarding faculty compensation in

distance learning courses. What they found was a range of compensation formu-

lae among the institutions surveyed from no additional compensation, to added

pay after a seat maximum, to elimination of enrollment ceilings, to per-head com-

pensation for remote students. Some institutions offered a stipend for course de-

velopment, the addition of preparation pay for the first class, or reduced

enrollment for the first class (Salomon and others, 1997). Again, given that many

institutions are still finding their way in the arena of online learning and much re-

Building Online Learning Communities86

c04.qxd  5/28/07  12:54 PM  Page 86



search still needs to be done on actual costs of delivery, as well as effective com-

pensation schemes, it will take time to sort out a formula for appropriate fees and

salaries. If the RAND study is correct and the very nature of our academic institu-

tions continues to change as the result of the implementation of distance educa-

tion, institutions will no longer be grappling with the issues of cost, fees, and

compensation; they will become a way of life. As with the pedagogical methods we

have discussed, old forms of determining fees and salaries must make way for newer

ones that factor in time and group size, course development, facilitation, and sup-

port—issues that are very much a part of the delivery of distance education.

ONLINE SECURITY

In recent years, online security has become a major concern. In the past, we wor-

ried only about the potential for compromised passwords or the possibility that a

hacker might access a course site. Although these problems still exist, others have

been added to the growing list. Viruses are proliferating on the Internet, as are spy-

ware and adware programs that monitor keystrokes and websites visited. But in

addition to these somewhat obvious hazards, according to López de Vallejo (2002)

there are three major areas of concern in securing online courses and programs:

security of hardware, information, and administrative functions. Hardware secu-

rity includes the security of the network on campus and relates to the actions of

the users within the network and potential intrusion of those outside of the net-

work. Information security includes the computers that access the university net-

work as well as the communication that goes on between users. Administrative

security includes protecting the privacy of users. There are prevention measures

that apply to all three. However, in discussing the security of the online learning

community, it is the security of information and administrative functions that are

primary.

The use of antivirus software, personal firewalls (as well as institutional fire-

walls), and anti-spyware programs by both faculty and students, as well as careful

monitoring of passwords and limited use of personal information in the course,

can help secure the information that is transmitted as part of an online course and

also address administrative concerns. The Family Education Rights and Privacy

Act of 1974 (FERPA) provides guidelines for the type of personal information

about students that can be shared:
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• Name

• Address

• Phone number and e-mail address

• Dates of attendance

• Degree(s) awarded

• Enrollment status

• Major field of study

Although we cannot imagine a student requesting that his or her name not be used

in an online course, other information, such as phone number and address, can

only be shared with permission. It is permissible to ask students to provide that

information, but is within the student’s rights to refuse to provide it to the online

instructor. The sharing of e-mail addresses is fairly common practice in order to

establish an account in the software used for the online course, but students should

be asked for their consent to do so.

In addition, the inclusion of guidelines regarding the use of information posted

can be helpful. For example, a group may establish a guideline that anything

posted in the course is considered private information and may not be shared

without the express consent of the person who posted it, thus helping to create a

sense of security and privacy that promotes the development of the learning com-

munity. This guideline applies to the way in which faculty or the institution uses

information or content after the course ends as well. All of the student quotes in

this book, for example, have been used only with the written consent of the stu-

dents who posted them.

We continue our discussion of administrative issues relative to the delivery of

online courses in the next chapter as we explore the technical issues involved with

online teaching. Yet to be explored are issues related to the choice of appropriate

technology, the development of an institutional infrastructure, and the support

and maintenance of that infrastructure.
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89

Managing the 
Relationship to Technology

The technology available for conducting classes and meetings on-

line generally involves the use of software that is either intranet-

based, meaning that students use software to access a closed network

on a remote server, or Internet-based. Several types of course man-

agement software, as well as meeting or conferencing software, are

currently available; they vary in terms of features and ease of use, and

allow for anything from brainstorming sessions to long-term discus-

sion, as well as the use of graphics, audio, and video. Virtual class-

rooms and desktop video conferencing are also developing

technologies, enabling participants to hold face-to-face or voice ses-

sions over the Internet, thus adding real-time audio and video to the

mix. Recent developments such as wireless networks on campuses and

in coffee shops, podcasting and vodcasting (or the broadcasting of

multimedia material, such as music or lectures, that can be accessed

via a computer or an MP3 player), and the use of handheld comput-

ers and cell phones have made access to online courses easier but also

more challenging.

Will these newer technologies and ever faster access to courses have an impact

on the development of the online learning community? We assume that they will—

to what extent remains to be seen. However, some of these impacts are already
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emerging. Wireless and some other technologies assist learners in connecting with

one another and the instructor from just about anywhere, thus enabling learners

to stay current in their courses while traveling or attending to other life responsi-

bilities. The downside is that these technologies increase immediacy, meaning that

expectations for instant response grow as the speed of connections increases. As a

result, as we discussed previously, it becomes much more critical for instructors to

set firm boundaries around their own time as well as to assist learners in managing

their time. We have already established that the development of community takes

time. With increasing speed and just-in-time, on-demand learning, such as that

delivered in a podcast or vodcast, opportunities for connection between people

decrease, thus potentially weakening a sense of community.

Many of these technologies, although they allow for increased ability to deliver

robust content, also return us to older forms of pedagogy. As mentioned, pod-

casting, or the creation and delivery of a Web-based broadcast or broadcast series,

allows an instructor to deliver a lecture or a series of lectures to learners anytime

and anywhere. Donnelly and Berge (2006) describe the benefits of podcasting as

the ability to deliver voice content on demand, thereby allowing an opportunity

for increased learner control over what is learned when and further allowing the

learner to multi-task and time-shift as learning occurs. As we have established,

however, the beauty of online learning lies in the ability to discuss content with

one’s peers. Certainly, podcasting can be used as one means by which content is

delivered. But if used as the main means by which a class is conducted, it is likely to

interfere with community building.

One form of technology that may, conversely, enhance the community-build-

ing experience is virtual reality. Online gaming programs such as Second Life are

making their way into the academic arena. Academic institutions are purchasing

space (known as islands) in Second Life and building virtual universities in those

spaces. The program allows for the creation and delivery of online courses through

the use of avatars (an icon or representation of a user) who interact in a three-di-

mensional digital world. The use of gaming technology is likely to move us away

from the text-based online courses we currently experience and into a new mode

of synchronous learning that does not necessarily involve a return to the lecture.

Regardless of the technology used, it should never serve as the driver of the

learning process but should be viewed as the vehicle through which learning oc-

curs. The risk in adopting the newer technologies is that the technology will move
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to the forefront of the learning experience and the more technology-savvy users

will gain an advantage over those with less comfort or experience. The instructor

also needs to be somewhat knowledgeable about it and comfortable enough to be

able to help with problems. The instructor should also be able to configure the on-

line course site so that participants find it easy to use and logical in structure. The

advent of these newer technologies necessitates additional training for instructors

so that they can effectively use them and support their students. The technology

must be accessible to and usable by all participants. The most beautifully con-

structed site, complete with graphics, audio, and video, is useless to a participant

working with older technology to access the site or limited experience with newer

technologies. According to Whitesel (1998), “Technology does not teach students;

effective teachers do. A virtual learning space that is effectively created by a com-

petently trained instructor can deliver on the promises educators make to their

students. It can help us deliver our content to a growing number of learners over a

widely diverse geographical area” (p. 1).

It is not our goal in this chapter to discuss the various forms of technology avail-

able and their uses in distance learning. We are more concerned with developing

an awareness of the role technology plays in the delivery of a course. Most impor-

tant, the instructor or facilitator in an online distance learning environment must

be continuously aware that people are connecting with them through a computer

and that these participants are developing a relationship not only with each other

but also with the technology itself. All of these relationships must be considered

critical components of an online classroom.

THE RELATIONSHIP OF PERSON TO MACHINE

Many who write about distance learning and educational technology discuss the

various types of technology that are available and how to use that technology in

the process of developing and delivering a course at a distance. What the writers

and software developers sometimes fail to consider, however, is that people inter-

act with the hardware, the software, the process, and each other. These relation-

ships create a continuous loop that embeds itself in and becomes part of the

learning process. As a result of this loop, some of the participants begin to con-

struct an alternate identity—the person they are when they are online—sur-

rounded by a sort of impenetrable bubble. They create for themselves a sense of
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privacy that allows them to ignore the rest of the world (Pratt, 1996). This can be

likened to new lovers out in public who have eyes only for each other. The rest of

the world no longer exists for them.

Sherry Turkle (1995), in her book Life on the Screen, quotes a physics professor

who describes this reality by stating: “My students know more about computer re-

ality, but less and less about the real world” (p. 66). Turkle further states:

When we step through the screen into virtual communities, we re-

construct our identities on the other side of the looking glass. This re-

construction is our cultural work in progress. . . . On the one hand we

insist that we are different from machines because we have emotions,

bodies, and an intellect that cannot be captured in rules, but on the

other we play with computer programs that we think of as alive or al-

most-alive. . . . The Internet is another element of the computer cul-

ture that has contributed to thinking about identity as multiplicity. On

it, people are able to build a self by cycling through many selves [pp.

177–178].

Although these statements may seem to demonstrate an occurrence of some-

thing known as the attachment phenomenon (or the attachment of person to ma-

chine) in the extreme, we do see evidence of it in the online classroom. We have

had students who have named their computers. Some have even spoken of sleep-

ing with their notebook computers while traveling. Some feel incapable of partic-

ipating if their own personal computer goes down and do not seek out alternative

means by which to connect to the course. More commonly, however, this attach-

ment manifests itself through the alteration of human relationships, which include

relationships with other participants in the course and with the instructor. Take

the following bit of dialogue from one of our courses as an example:

Here’s a weird thought, but I just wondered if anyone else ever sensed it.

Sometimes when I see some of the people out of this class I want to say

something to them about the class or something but I feel like I can’t be-

cause I need to e-mail them or put it in a forum. Is that totally dorky?

Like, if I see Mason I am like so did you post, what did you think about

this. But, if I see someone I don’t really know like Mike or Rob, it is weird

because I feel like I can only do it on-line. Is this just totally stupid or has

anyone else experienced that? Carmen
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Carmen I experience this a lot when I see you going into one of Mr.

Schwartz’s classes I want to have a long discussion with you, and some-

times we do when we are at practice during our free times. Yet I don’t

see hardly anybody on campus because I am not here! So the rest of you

I could say I am not for sure how I would feel. Stacy

I know what you mean Carmen. I feel like the forums are a better place

to discuss classroom things. I would feel kind of guilty if I only shared my

thoughts with one person instead of posting it for everyone to see.

Sounds strange, I know. Jason

This exchange illustrates how the attachment phenomenon relates to the devel-

oping sense of community in an online classroom. The exchange represents the es-

tablishment of boundaries around a protected space, with the members of the group

sharing a common experience within those boundaries. However, at this stage of

community development, participants are uncertain about the rules governing their

interaction outside of that space. This type of exchange can lead to a deepening dis-

cussion among the members about the rules and norms of interaction both online

and offline. We have seen this type of interaction not only between online learners,

however. Instructors in some of our training sessions have also asked whether it is

acceptable for an instructor in an online course to pick up the phone to talk to a

student or to make a face-to-face appointment. When working online, many seem

to feel that any form of communication other than e-mail or postings in the course

forums constitutes a violation of the rules of interaction. Nothing could be further

from the truth. Teaching or learning online should not limit forms of interaction.

Conversely, it should open the door to other means by which to communicate.

The attachment phenomenon is not something to be feared but instead is an

element that should be expected and taken into account as the course proceeds. In

fact, a separate space should be created to allow it to happen. We have used a so-

cial space or café area or a discussion forum for reflections, which we create on a

course site, as well as the other course discussion forums, to encourage the explo-

ration of these relationships. We have also promoted the discussion of this phe-

nomenon by posing questions that allow participants to discuss these issues

without fear that they will be ridiculed. To illustrate this point, the example just

presented occurred in response to questions posed regarding group behavior and

team building online as a part of a course in organizational behavior.
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An instructor or facilitator in an online setting will not bring these issues to the

surface unless he or she feels comfortable with them and purposefully seeks out

opportunities to do so. Such relationships are an important element of online com-

munication and can affect the outcome of the learning process positively when

they are encouraged. This exploration forms the basis of what we have termed a

double loop in the learning process and is the foundation of a transformational

learning process, which we discuss more fully in Chapter Nine.

Double-loop learning is a term offered by Chris Argyris (1992) to describe

processes of organizational learning. He defines the differences between single-

and double-loop learning as follows:

Most people define learning too narrowly as mere “problem-solving,”

so they focus on identifying and correcting errors in the external en-

vironment. Solving problems is important. But if learning is to persist,

managers and employees must also look inward. They need to reflect

critically on their own behavior. . . . and then change how they act. In

particular, they must learn how the very way they go about defining

and solving problems can be a source of problems in its own right. . .

To give a simple analogy: a thermostat that automatically turns on the

heat whenever the temperature in a room drops below 68 degrees is a

good example of single-loop learning. A thermostat that could ask,

“Why am I set at 68 degrees?” and then explore whether or not some

other temperature might more economically achieve the goal of heat-

ing the room would be engaging in double-loop learning [p. 84].

How does this concept apply to the use of technology and the relationship of

the user to the technology in distance learning? When students are engaging in a

learning process through the use of technology, they are learning not only course

material but something new about the learning process and about themselves. The

question becomes not “What have I learned about this course material?” but “What

have I learned about this course material, what it takes to learn about it through

the use of technology, and about myself in this process?” The learning process thus

involves self-reflection on the knowledge acquired about the course, about how

learning occurs online, about the technology itself, and about how the user has

been transformed by his or her newfound relationships with the machine, the soft-

ware, the learning process, and the other participants. The responses to these ques-
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tions often provide some important evaluation data for instructors and the insti-

tution. The reflections take evaluation out of the realm of the popularity contest

that Brookfield (1995) describes and helps learners to truly evaluate their learning

process. The following example illustrates this point.

I have got to say that this class has given me the opportunity to experi-

ence a lot. I [did] not use the computer for much but games. Now I think

about it in a much different way. It is a learning tool. I have been able to

research and expand my own ideas on many things. I have been able to

question my own thoughts about many subjects. The ability to weigh my

morals and judgements in regards to future lifetime experience will give

me a strong basis for making decisions. It seems to have allowed me to

express my thoughts without the fear of ridicule (that’s a strong word)

maybe non acceptance to a face to face encounter. Those have always

been a [dis]quieting experience. I find that by posting on the computer I

am able to accept the constructive criticism without out the facial or body

criticism. This has been a good experience in all ways of manner. I have

found that I have used the forum to warm me up to meeting and talking

on-line to people across the world. It has open my ideas about many parts

of the world. There is one thing though that you get hooked on this form

of communication and like the others I can’t wait to get on-line to find

out what’s happening. But still got to have baseball . . . that doesn’t get

put aside by the computer. Other things (maybe). Mike T.

The newer technologies to which students are exposed outside of the academic

setting serve to complicate this process. Many younger students spend a great deal

of time on instant messenger programs online (IM) or using cell phone text mes-

saging for communicating with one another. The impact of this has been the de-

velopment of a new language and means of communication that resembles

shorthand. Such abbreviations as LOL (laughing out loud), BTW (by the way), and

IMHO (In My Humble Opinion) and numbers substituted for words (2 for to, 4

to represent for, or 2morrow for tomorrow) are commonly used as a way to com-

municate quickly in IM or text. At times, that new, abbreviated language can find

its way into the online classroom. In our own classrooms, we allow limited use of

these abbreviations. Some use may be permissible in discussion postings that are

of a more social nature. But in assignments or academic responses to discussion
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questions, we discourage and even prohibit their use. Although these practices are

common among younger students, many adult students have not been exposed to

them and are frankly confused by their use. Consequently, this is more likely to be

an issue in secondary and undergraduate settings rather than in graduate-level

classes.

Learning about the appropriate use of technology and its impact on the edu-

cational process becomes an important component of the learning process, as well

as an outcome that we work toward. (We discuss the means by which to achieve

this more fully in Chapter Nine.)

TECHNOLOGY AS A FACILITATIVE TOOL

Unfortunately, many academic institutions and instructors are swayed by the bells

and whistles embedded in a fancy software package or the newer technologies and

do not consider what the learner can receive and handle as part of the learning

process. They want the ability to add audio and video to a course site. They want

students to be able to engage in synchronous chat. They want to be able to use

desktop video conferencing. The problem, of course, is that although these appli-

cations can be useful and greatly broaden the approach to a course, they are only

good insofar as they can be used by the participants. Participants using older hard-

ware or software or living in a remote area with a slow connection to the Internet

may simply be unable to participate in a chat session or receive audio or video.

Although recent statistics have shown that approximately 55 percent of adults

have access to high-speed Internet connections either at home or work (Horrigan,

2004), we still need to account for the student who does not have this level of ac-

cess. We always need to take into account the person at the other end of the wire.

The bottom line is that the technology should not drive the course. Instead, the

desired outcomes and needs of the participants should be the deciding factors. Ha-

rasim and her colleagues (1996) state: “The real question . . . is not whether a course

can be done online but what is the best media mix to achieve the goals of the

course within the constraints of the available resources or geographic dispersion

of the students. More fundamentally, how should the media be used? What ap-

proaches to teaching and learning are most effective in a computer networking en-

vironment?” (p. 24). As more and more courses are moved to the online

environment, it is important to keep these questions in mind.
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The issue, then, is how best to use the course management software developed

to deliver the instructional material. When it is too complex, it can lead to frustra-

tion on the part of the user and frustration with the learning process. In addition, a

complex software package would require that faculty be trained well enough to be

able to develop and deliver the course, as well as act as a support person for the par-

ticipants. Consequently, the course management system that is used should be

• Functional (posting course materials and creating discussion forums should be

easy)

• Simple to operate for both faculty and participants

• User-friendly, visually appealing, and easy to navigate

We now explore these components in more detail.

Ease of Use
The software used for a course should be transparent. A participant should not have

to spend time negotiating several steps in order to post a message or respond in a

discussion. The software should be in the background, acting only as a vehicle or

platform for course delivery. Furthermore, the focus should stay on the use of the

software as a facilitative tool to reach the learner and to enable the learners to reach

one another. The main concerns with hardware should be that the user has access

to a computer, the ability to connect to the Internet, and a computer with enough

memory and speed to allow for access to and navigation of the course site.

A means by which to evaluate the course software used is the absence of par-

ticipant comments on the software. No comments in this area would indicate that

the goal of transparency has been achieved. We expect some problems in the be-

ginning of a course as participants become acclimated to the software and hard-

ware. However, they should become adept at using the software quickly so as to

get on with the more important aspects of the course. We have had student eval-

uations in which participants commented on the barrier that the software played

in creating a successful learning experience. The following are examples of feed-

back we do not want to receive at the end of a course. This particular course was

taught through an academic institution choosing to use software that was far from

transparent or user-friendly. Problems with the software continued throughout

the course, not only for the participants but for the faculty as well.
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In terms of online learnings, I have learned that things will not always go

the way they should but one must not give up when they don’t. If I would

have let problems with [the software] stop me from taking this class, I

would have been the one who lost out. I’m glad I stayed through the

electronic problems, through the storm, and even through the small class

size. There was a great deal to gain from this class and I am glad that I

was able to gain some of it, I feel I am the better for the experiences it

held, both positive and negative ones. Sandra

Regarding my perceptions of strangeness-it has to do with many things-

my trying to understand what taking an electronic course is all about-how

it differs from traditional classes in the way information is exchanged, and

knowledge is transferred-how it would have worked if the class had had

more people and there were more interaction,-how things would have

been if we hadn’t had system problems in the beginning and if Sandra

and Greg hadn’t had their own computer problems. June

Although these students experienced system and software difficulties that in-

terfered with the learning process to some degree, it is clear from these comments

that some double-loop learning was an outcome. Because of their difficulties with

the software, these students were put in the position quickly of assessing the im-

pact of learning with and about technology. They learned that this is not the eas-

ier way to learn. One was happy to have had this experience and the other was not

so sure. Regardless, a learning goal was achieved, although with more difficulty

than we, as the course faculty, had hoped for or anticipated. When the technology

is truly transparent, this goal can be achieved with far less pain.

Visual Appeal
The ability to create a visually appealing site does create greater interest on the part

of the participants. The use of colorful banners, color within postings, and graph-

ics helps keep students engaged. Exhibit 5.1 is an example of a course homepage

with a banner created by one of us. The instructor provides information to the

learners regarding the banners and uses them as an instructional device. They are

told to watch for changes in the banners; when the banner changes, there is a new

announcement or something new has been posted in the course. For learners who
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are more visually oriented, this can be a useful way of keeping them up-to-date

with the course. For others, it helps maintain interest and serves to further hu-

manize the course site.

In addition to the use of banners and graphics, participants’ ability to represent

themselves visually on the course site allows them to express their personalities,

ideas, and ideals, thus establishing their social presence. This can be done through

the creation of student homepages or biographies, including pictures or some other

graphic image that helps participants build an online presence. The simple use of

photos with a bio also serves this purpose. This helps construct the relationships

we described earlier to the machine, as well as to the software, the process, and to

each other; all this contributes to the community-building process. Exhibit 5.2 is

an example of a student homepage created for an online course.

When the only contact participants have with each other is virtual, they begin to

create visual images for themselves about the other participants that may or may

not be consistent with reality. Some faculty and students have described the 
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advantage of having photographs of the others involved in a course available while

interacting online. It is difficult for people to relate only to words on a screen. Hav-

ing photos or visual images available helps embody others. The following exam-

ples describe this phenomenon.

I’m not sure what the part is that scares me the most. Maybe it is the

working with other people that you don’t know or know that you can

rely on. Maybe it is the fact that they will be these things on the com-

puter that all you know about them is what they put in their bio. It is dif-

ferent with us now because we still see most of each other anyway. The

trust factor I think just comes with getting to know someone which I

would rather do in person. It is easier for this classroom because I know

everyone already. (It’s weird but it is really nice to see a picture of Dr.

Palloff because then she is not just this complete stranger in the class-

room.) Carmen

Psychologically [this class] has played somewhat of a mind game in the

sense that is this the true person that is talking and not the person being

stated. In this particular situation where I know most of the students it is

easier to tell but I feel that if I did not know the students then I would
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have had a harder time understanding or maybe being so open with

thoughts and ideas. Rob

Sometimes it is hard to deal with the idea of virtual people. I am glad that

I know most of you so I can put a face with the posts. Jason

When students resist using photos, they can be encouraged to use an image that

represents them. One of us had an experience where one student in a course was

reluctant to post a photo but decided that an image would work well for her. She

posted her image and the remainder of the group removed their photos and fol-

lowed her in posting images instead. This became a strong community-builder for

this group.

When a class involves both face-to-face and online contact, the issue of use of visual

images diminishes. Participants are able to connect a face with the words appearing

on the screen. However, face-to-face sessions are not always possible. Consequently,

the ability to include pictures and visual images helps participants connect the words

with a human being, thus humanizing the process and creating social presence. In ad-

dition, the ability to include graphic material helps keep them engaged.

EXCUSE US, WE ARE NOW EXPERIENCING 
TECHNICAL DIFFICULTIES

Because the software available for online classes is new to many users and is con-

stantly changing, the possibility for encountering technical difficulties is very real.

Many instructors have complained about the lack of participation among students,

only to find that students could not access a course site. Although this can also be

deemed a convenient excuse (and sometimes it is!), technical support must be

available to help students log on, use the software, upload and download files, and

so on, as well as help faculty who are experiencing their own difficulties and at-

tempting to help students with theirs. Some of the types of difficulties that are be-

yond the control of a faculty member who has engaged in the best possible

planning for a course are things such as the university’s server going down, prob-

lems with an Internet service provider, and problems or “bugs” in the software that

cause it to act in unanticipated ways. Problems that can be resolved by the faculty

member or the institution need to be resolved quickly. Ideally, problems should 

be anticipated and resolved prior to the start of a course. When problems occur
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during delivery of a course, however, rapid response is essential to avoid serious

participation problems.

We cannot assume that our students are adept to any degree with technology.

Even students who spend a great deal of time sending text messages on cell phones,

engaging in instant messaging, playing computer games, or using an MP3 player

may not understand what it takes to navigate an online course. One technical sup-

port person gave us an extreme example of this when she told the story of a stu-

dent living in a remote part of Alaska who was working on a doctorate through a

distance learning program. She was attempting to talk him through some of his

difficulties in accessing an Internet-based course and began to explain a command

that needed to be typed in both capital and lowercase letters. The student asked,

“How do I make a capital letter with this computer?” Should students who have

so little knowledge of and ability with a computer participate in an online course?

We emphatically say yes. Their participation can only increase their knowledge of,

ability with, and facility in using technology. Rather than becoming upset or frus-

trated with the lack of technical expertise on the part of a student, faculty must re-

main helpful and flexible in order to enable the learning process around the use

of technology. Institutions, however, should consider offering courses in basic com-

puter skills to those students who need them or should have referrals to such

courses at the ready.

Students are drawn to this mode of learning because it transcends distance and

time constraints. However, this form of learning is likely to be totally new for them.

We have had many phone conversations with students to enable them to become

conversant with the software being used, as well as to allay their fears about par-

ticipation online. When students have never interacted in a course through the use

of technology, they are likely to hold some fears about how their messages are being

received and interpreted by others. The fear can be paralyzing if intervention does

not occur. Minimal or no participation on the part of a learner may be an indica-

tor that “performance anxiety” has taken over. This, too, is an element of their de-

veloping relationship with the machine. Outreach from the instructor to assist the

student in becoming more comfortable with posting can help. We have sometimes

asked a student experiencing this form of anxiety to send a sample post to us via

e-mail and we then respond to the post, generally with supportive feedback to en-

able the student to overcome his or her fear of posting. Often this works, but we

have seen students drop out of an online course because this was a fear they sim-

ply could not overcome.
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Psychologically, this class has been challenging. I am always worried about

how my posts will be taken. Sometimes I worry so much about the syntax

of my statements [that I also] worry about the context. Jason

Faculty need to be open to these questions and concerns and to regard them as

opportunities for teaching. By doing so, faculty are enabling the double-loop learn-

ing process we have previously discussed; they are also encouraging new modes of

expression and the ability to take risks in a new and sometimes intimidating en-

vironment. Our hope is that this type of learning will transfer into other learning

arenas as well. But are students the only ones who experience technical difficulties

and problems with this medium? Consider the following story:

We don’t expect this to happen to us and become upset with our students

who complain about technical difficulties. But, finally, it has happened to

me. I had been traveling for 5 years with a workhorse of a notebook com-

puter. Its only problem was its weight and that it could no longer really

keep up with the demands I was placing on it. So, 3 weeks ago, I bought

a brand spanking new Pentium notebook with all the bells and whistles.

So what happens? Three weeks after I buy it, I take it with me to

Malaysia. I am in the beginning stages of facilitating an online discussion

which I really want to stay on top of, in addition to several hot, work-re-

lated issues that I have promised to stay in touch on. I arrive at my hotel,

plug in the computer, turn it on, and discover that I have no display. I

panic. I plug it into several different outlets and get the same response. I

pull out the manual and pray that the trouble-shooting tips work. They

don’t. I’m jet-lagged, exhausted, upset, and angry. I decide that my only

option is to go to sleep. The next morning, I wake up and as I’m reading

the newspaper, I discover that there’s a dealer for my brand of computer

in the city I’m in. I call them, and shortly thereafter, me and my sick com-

puter are in a taxi on the way to the shop.

When we arrive, the staff begins to ask questions about warranty. 

Of course, I hadn’t thought to bring the sales receipt with me and what

ensues are several phone calls to the States to get documentation faxed

to me.

Then, the internal politics take over. Since this is a branch of a larger

company, headquarters, which is 120 or so miles away, decides that they

are the only ones who can do the warranty work. So off my computer
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goes via courier to HQ. Again I panic. What if it doesn’t return in time for

my departure? What if they can’t fix it? As it turns out, both fears were

justified. HQ suggested that the computer was so defective that I needed

to just take it home with me and get a new one. Meanwhile, it didn’t get

back to me until about 2 hours before my scheduled departure.

So, how did I do what I needed to without a computer? Not very well.

I sent faxes like a mad woman in an attempt to let people back home

know why I’d disappeared from the virtual world. I found an internet

cafe, which allowed me to access my e-mail but didn’t really give me

enough time online to teach my classes. Meanwhile, the discussion group

back home simply faded away and I felt irresponsible and horribly inad-

equate.

This nightmare—a true story experienced by one of us—shows one of the

down sides of online education. Although it is clearly the wave of the present and

future, and many of us are working hard to stay on the crest of that wave, the fact

that we are dependent on sometimes faulty hardware and software can make the

ride more difficult than we have anticipated. Those words on a screen are currently

our main connection to one another when working online. When we are unable

to gain or maintain access, we lose.

On the up side, however, there is nothing more exciting than having the mo-

bility that comes with this form of teaching and learning. One is not place-based.

It is certainly possible to teach a class from halfway around the world and teach it

well. The keys, however, are flexibility and adaptability. Institutions, faculty, and

their students need to be willing to enter new territory and experience the un-

known. They should not do so unsupported, however. Institutions, like their fac-

ulty, must engage in good planning in the delivery of online programs and courses

and be willing to provide the level of support necessary to make the programs and

courses a success. Anything less results in frustration on the part of both students

and faculty, as well as a loss of confidence in the process of distance learning on

the part of both. If institutions and faculty are unable or unwilling to make the

commitment necessary to provide quality distance learning, they should not enter

this arena.
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Moving Teaching 
and Learning Online

In this chapter, we turn our attention to what makes teaching and

learning successful online. At the end of this chapter, we discuss hy-

brid or blended courses, which utilize both online and face-to-face

components, and consider the relationship of the learning commu-

nity to that mode of instruction. We begin by examining the faculty

functions that emerge in the learning process and roles students play

in response to those functions.

EFFECTIVE TEACHING AND LEARNING 
IN THE ONLINE CLASSROOM

In previous chapters, we noted the change in the role of the online instructor from

the central focus of instruction—that is, the source of information and knowl-

edge—to a more facilitative role that allows learners to work together to explore

course content. This approach encourages the learning process to be more learner-

centered rather than instructor-focused. This shift in approach has led to some de-

bate about how much control learners should have in the online learning process.

Are we describing an approach that is learner-centered or learner-directed? 

Derrick (2003) notes that learning in the online environment requires a set of

skills that is not usually associated with learning in traditional settings. Online

learners are encouraged to be more autonomous, resourceful, and independent—
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characteristics that are in keeping with a learner-centered approach. Weimer (2002)

further notes that the learner-centered instructor focuses attention squarely on the

learning process: what the student is learning, how the student is learning, the con-

ditions under which the student is learning, whether the student is retaining and

applying the learning, and how current learning positions the student for future

learning. This shifts the balance of power in the classroom closer to but not totally

in the direction of the student, as it would in student-directed learning.

In a student-centered online classroom the function of the content changes.

Weimer notes that the content is not to be “covered” but becomes instead a vehicle

for the development of learning skills and strategies as they relate to the content.

Just as we discussed the transformative learning process involved in learning

through the use of technology, learner-centered online teaching assists students in

better understanding who they are as learners and how they learn. In other words,

a learner focus through the use of technology assists in the development of a meta-

cognitive process wherein learners become aware of their strengths and weaknesses,

as well as ways to use their strengths to assist them in developing areas that might

be weaker, thus learning how to learn.

The responsibility for learning falls to the learners in a learner-centered ap-

proach and the focus is on learning, not on grades. To some degree, this means

that learner-direction is a part of the process. When a collaborative activity is used,

for example, the learners should be empowered to take on the means by which they

accomplish the task. Similarly, if learning contracts are used, whereby learners set

goals for themselves and contract with the instructor for deliverables, the learners

direct their own learning process. However, with both of these approaches, the in-

structor still retains overall responsibility for setting the stage for the course, cre-

ating a climate for learning, and monitoring progress to the desired outcome,

which is learning.

The use of collaborative practices, which we discuss more fully in Chapter Eight,

as well as other forms of learner-focused instruction, such as problem-based learn-

ing, active learning, and cooperative learning, are forms of instruction that work

extremely well online. Weimer notes that many learners are not necessarily ready

for this form of instruction. Fink (2003) describes the necessity to teach learners

how to learn. He describes three aspects to this task: teaching students to become

better learners, to inquire and construct knowledge, and to become self-directed.
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The outcome of this endeavor, according to Fink, is that students are enabled to

continue to learn and to do so with greater effectiveness. Derrick (2003) concurs

and states, “Once learners are able to understand their own capacities for learn-

ing—any learning—they are fundamentally changed with regard to their personal

view of their capabilities and competence. The learning reinforces beliefs and ef-

ficacious behaviors for lifelong and sustained learning” (p. 16). This is not a process

that will occur overnight. Many students resist and will make comments such as,

“I enrolled in this course to learn from you, not my peers!” Consequently, the im-

plementation of learner-focused teaching online takes patience and attention to

the changed roles and functions of both the instructor and learner in this envi-

ronment. We now elaborate on these changes and how they emerge online.

ROLES AND FUNCTIONS OF THE INSTRUCTOR 
IN THE ONLINE CLASSROOM

Several authors who have written about online learning and the online learning

community have noted the roles and functions that emerge for both instructor

and learners in the online class. In the first part of this book, we discussed the con-

cept of social presence and its importance in the development of a learning com-

munity. We also mentioned that negotiation of roles is a part of establishing a

learning community. In order for the people within the community to act on the

roles needed to make it function, there must be a sense of who everyone is as real

people. Garrison, Anderson, and Archer (2000), in their model of online commu-

nities of inquiry, assert that two additional forms of presence—cognitive presence

and teaching presence—can be found in online communities of inquiry (online

classroom communities being one form) and are also necessary elements for teach-

ing and learning. They propose that the three forms of presence overlap to create

the educational experience. They describe cognitive presence as the element most

often associated with success in education, and define it as “the extent to which the

participants in any particular configuration of a community of inquiry are able to

construct meaning through sustained communication . . . [it] is a vital element in

critical thinking, a process and outcome that is frequently presented as the osten-

sible goal of all higher education” (p. 4). They note that teaching presence is gen-

erally the role and function of the instructor, although this role may be shared
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among the participants. Teaching presence is further divided into two major func-

tions: first, the selection, organization, and design of content, activities, and as-

sessment; and second, the facilitation of the course.

Collins and Berge (1996) offered an earlier and different, somewhat more de-

tailed, categorization of the various tasks and functions demanded of the online

instructor. They describe four general areas of function: pedagogical, social, man-

agerial, and technical. The pedagogical function is one that revolves around edu-

cational facilitation. The social function, which we have described in relationship

to the development of social presence and the online learning community, is the

promotion of the friendly social environment essential to online learning. The

managerial function involves norms in agenda setting, pacing, objective setting,

rule making, and decision making. The technical function depends on the in-

structor first becoming comfortable and proficient with the technology used and

then being able to transfer that level of comfort to the learners.

If we compare the functions of Berge and Collins to the model of Garrison and

Anderson, as well as our own thinking regarding online learning communities, we

begin to see overlaps. Exhibit 6.1 illustrates that comparison.

Our model, which we have been using to illustrate the various aspects and ele-

ments of the online learning community, takes into account (a) the people involved

(social presence) and the social function, (b) the policies and processes involved

(which we call purpose, which overlaps with the teaching presence function and

the managerial function), (c) the process, which includes the interaction and com-

munication that support cognitive presence, and (d) the teaching and learning en-

vironment, which supports the pedagogical function and creates the educational

experience. We include the need to pay attention to the technology in the process

area, for without it, no communication can take place online.

In our certification program for online instructors entitled Teaching in the Vir-

tual Classroom, one of the participants provided the following list of competen-

cies, which address each of the functions just discussed, for online instructors after

reviewing much of the literature in this area:

• Create a learning community that is intellectually exciting and chal-

lenging

• Encourage learners to perform to the best of their abilities in all

aspects
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• Consistently use process-oriented instructional methods and keep

the learning community centered

• Demonstrate effective use of group dynamics and dialogue tech-

niques

• Use a variety of learning activities and demonstrate instructional

methods other than lecturing
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Palloff and Pratt (2007)
People:

Students and instructional
team
Social presence
Interaction and communica-
tion

Purpose:

Establishing guidelines
Shared goals
Practical considerations
(time and group size)

Process:

Interaction and
communication
Collaboration
Reflection/transformative
learning
Teamwork
Social constructivist context

Outcomes:

Co-created knowledge and
meaning
Reflection
Transformation
Increased self-direction
Reinforcement of presence

Garrison, Anderson, and
Archer (2000)
Social Presence:

Emotional expression
Open communication
Group cohesion

Teaching Presence:

Course design
Activities and assessment
Facilitation
Direct Instruction

Cognitive

Construction of meaning
through sustained
communication

Outcomes:

Co-constructed meaning
Critical thinking
Creation of a community 
of inquiry

Collins and Berge (1996)
Social function:

Promotion of a friendly
social environment

Managerial function:

Norms
Agenda setting
Pacing
Objective setting
Rule-making

Pedagogical function:

Educational facilitation
Model effective teaching

Technical function:

Transfer of comfort in using
technology from instructor
to students

Outcomes:

Empowered learners
Decision making
Guided discussion
Increased level of student-
to-student discussion

Exhibit 6.1.
Relationship of Three Models of Instructor Functions.
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• Stress the interrelatedness of the complete curriculum and the value

• Know workplace trends and perspectives related to the subject mat-

ter being taught

• Establish objectives and [inspire] learners to achieve them

• Draw out creativity, innovativeness, and ideas in a collaborative

manner

• Integrate curriculum designed to provide learners with a learning

environment that is experientially based and in a learning style that

is collaborative and supportive

• Evaluate learning outcomes

• Attend professional development workshops that will review learn-

ing theories and continually develop facilitator skills (Davidson, 2006)

In view of the competencies described, let us now take a further look at each of the

functions Collins and Berge (1996) describe in relation to the concepts of pres-

ence, purpose, and process, based on the experience of our classes to further illus-

trate their importance in the establishment of the learning community.

Educational Facilitation
The role of the instructor, either in a traditional face-to-face or online setting, is

to establish his or her teaching presence by ensuring that some type of educational

process occurs among the learners involved. As we have discussed, in the face-to-

face classroom that role is generally of the expert imparting knowledge to willing

learners. In the online environment, the role of the instructor becomes that of an

educational facilitator. As a facilitator, the instructor provides gentle guidance and

a framework as a “container” for the course, thus allowing students to explore the

course material, as well as related materials, without restriction. This is not done

through the traditional use of lectures followed by some form of discussion. In-

stead, the instructor may provide general topics within the body of knowledge

about which students together might read and make comment. Or the instructor

may ask open-ended questions designed to stimulate critical thinking about the

topics being discussed. Lectures may, in fact, play a role in the online classroom

depending on how they are delivered. We discourage the use of posted lectures or

lecture notes, as they become only one more article for students to read. We often
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encourage the use of “mini-lectures,” however, that emphasize a point or stimu-

late discussion. Brookfield and Preskill (2005) suggest that lectures begin and end

with questions; the beginning questions help frame the lecture as a way of trying

to make sense of a topic, and the ending questions encourage the students to con-

tinue the inquiry. Online, the instructor might present some material and then

use the unanswered questions from that presentation as a link to the discussion

board and the assignments for the week. The instructor may also encourage the

development of teaching presence among the learners by asking them to take

charge of facilitating a topic of interest or a week of discussion. In so doing, the

students can develop the mini-lecture for the week and develop the discussion

questions for the week.

Regardless, it is important for the instructor to make thoughtful comments on

student posts, designed again to stimulate further discussion. As a part of this func-

tion, the instructor acts as a cheerleader and guide, attempting to motivate stu-

dents to go deeper and further with the material than they might in a face-to-face

classroom. The following pieces of dialogue from one of our classes on organiza-

tional behavior demonstrate this function. The discussion was occurring around

the reading of one of the books required for the course. A student comments on

a number of other students’ posts:

When you speak of common ground and getting as many constituents in-

volved as possible I can’t help but think of the appreciative inquiry model

I am learning about now, it is very similar. [The author] comments on the

power of getting folks involved. . . . Also the idea that the external envi-

ronment helps shape the organization-everyone we have been reading

as well as the appreciative inquiry model works with this concept. . . . In

order to survive in this quickly changing market place now one must work

with the external environment/forces. [The author] also speaks to this

when she talks about designing the organization through the customers

eye-and when she talks about the interdependence of competitors. Cindy

One of us, an instructor for the course, responds as follows:

I’ve done my review of [this book] and although I continue to be very im-

pressed with her systems orientation, I’m going to do a little of my devil’s

advocate thing regarding her work. Quite honestly, it comes up a little

short for me!! Does anyone else see her model as a little simplistic?? 
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Although she asks great, wonderfully expansive questions on pages

60–64, the frameworks she presents on page 69 feel just as limiting to me

as [some of the others we’ve discussed]. . . . The other concern I have is

that I pick up a bit of Cartesian thinking throughout the book. The con-

tinuum model that she presents throughout the book. . . . seems to con-

tain a value judgment that fixed and adaptive organizations are not

functional while only the inventive organization is. If this is the case, how

then do fixed and adaptive organizations survive?? Additionally, I think

it’s a little naive to assume that adaptive organizations are political but

that fixed and inventive organizations are not. Lastly, I have some diffi-

culty with her definitions of power. [The author] seems to be indicating

that Power With [or relational power] is the only acceptable source in an

organization.

Another participant responds:

What great questions, reflections, and analysis. I mentioned once, I think,

that I find myself easily seduced by structural—categorical—thinking and

theory. It is so nice and easy to put things in boxes. And I find that I am

just now able to let go of this comfort. So, personally, Cindy, I think that

I am an example of what you are wisely suggesting—which is that we

need to have a bridge to the new paradigm. . . . (And, by the way, it oc-

curred to me that [this author’s] simplicity may serve as an easy introduc-

tion, a bridge, to change . . . ). We live in a sound-bit, speedy society

where I think that it is easy to forget this and instead to hope that we will

be able to facilitate a paradigmatic—or even an incremental change—in

short order. Instead, I think that we have to develop strategic vision and

be comfortable with short-term goals. Judie

As these excerpts of dialogue illustrate, the instructor as educational facilitator

gently guides the discussion by asking pointed, expansive, and sometimes difficult

questions and then follows the discussion wherever it might lead.

Community Building
As we have discussed in previous chapters, the instructor in an online class is re-

sponsible for facilitating and making room for the personal and social aspects of

an online community so social presence can emerge and to make the class a suc-
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cessful learning experience. Collins and Berge (1996) refer to this function as “pro-

moting human relationships, affirming and recognizing students’ input; provid-

ing opportunities for students to develop a sense of group cohesiveness,

maintaining the group as a unit, and in other ways helping members to work to-

gether in a mutual cause” (p. 7). These elements are the essence of the principles

needed to build and maintain a virtual community that were noted in earlier chap-

ters. How, then, does an instructor go about building this sense of group or com-

munity? Most online instructors begin their classes with student introductions as

a way for the class to begin to know one another as people. Simply jumping into

the course material without this creates an atmosphere that is dry and sterile, de-

void of any sense that there are real people engaged here. Many instructors make

use of designed group activities, simulations, and group projects as another means

of facilitating a sense of being a group.

What we like to do in every one of our courses is to create a space in the course

site where everyone, instructors and students alike, can let their hair down and be

comfortable with one another—a community space, if you will. We may give it a

title to begin with but are open to changing that title as the course progresses and

students have input into what it should be called. We have called it Keith’s Koffee

Kafe, Rena’s Roadhouse, the Lounge, or simply Important Community Stuff. The

following demonstrates how we might invite students to use this space in the

course:

R E N A ’ S  R O A D H O U S E

Picture a country inn along a beautiful rural road just outside a small

town where the entire community gathers from time to time throughout

the day. The food is good and the coffee is great and always flowing.

There are also weekly specials to tempt you! This is the place we can go

to partake of some casual conversation about any number of things—per-

sonal news, group problems or frustrations, or even tangents of interest

started in the formal course discussion but left behind as the course

moved on. This is also the place that we’ll use to inform each other of spe-

cial events, travel, and absences from the course and, of course, tell a joke

or two. Hope to see you here and, by the way, the coffee is on me!
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Certainly, some of the personal material will become mixed with the discussion of

course material. However, we try to keep that space separate and sacred. The fol-

lowing was posted in the Roadhouse of a course after the completion of an intense

term of highly collaborative work and a group project. It illustrates the degree to

which a learning community was formed and celebrates the group’s success:

B A R R E T T  P R O P O S E S  A  T O A S T !  

To all my faithful colleagues in 643, cheer-

ful collaborators in our exploration of re-

sistance and diligent contributors to our

handbook project, I propose a toast. May

the resistance we encounter make us wiser

and stronger, and may we always be learn-

ers, compassionate, honest, and fully pres-

ent. And so, from where my postings come

when I am at home, a dining table filled

with the detritus of my studies and inter-

ests, slightly after midnight, I raise a glass

of home-made Cabernet Sauvignon to us

all! Well done and blessed holidays to

everyone. 

Everyone in the group joined in the celebration by “toasting” with virtual cups of

coffee, glasses of wine and champagne, or simply by adding their thoughts of good

cheer. This toast and photo ended a course in which students had felt comfortable

sharing photos of their homes, vacations, and children, as well as providing infor-

mation about their lives to one another—all within reasonable boundaries and all

in the service of forming a learning community.

In Chapter Three, we focused on all of the issues and elements embedded in

this kind of interchange and the need to address them in some way in the creation

of an online community. These human elements inevitably emerge when people

connect online. The sharing of our lives, including our travels, our observations,

our emotions, and who we are as people is deliberately brought into the classroom
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in an effort to promote group cohesion and connection. The dialogue presented

definitely helped this group to begin to know each other, thereby increasing their

level of comfort in working together. Just as a face-to-face group about to embark

on a group assignment needs to get to know one another as a part of the process

of developing trust in order to begin their work together, so must an online group

develop this same sense of trust. The sharing of who we are as people begins to

build that container of trust. It bears repeating that this effort is critical to the de-

velopment of a learning community in the online classroom.

Administration
The instructor in an online course is also the course administrator, who posts a

syllabus for the course, including assignments and some initial guidelines for the

group to discuss and adopt or adapt. The instructor then gently facilitates the flow

of the course and evaluates the outcomes.

We generally post a syllabus, guidelines, and the accepted rules of “netiquette”

at the beginning of a course. We then ask the participants to comment on all of

this and to discuss their hopes for the course. What do they see as desired learn-

ing outcomes? What do they hope to gain by participating? Some of this is open

to negotiation, within limits. For example, we generally set a minimum expecta-

tion of two substantive posts per week per participant. We would be unwilling to

negotiate fewer than that number, but we certainly are open to negotiating more

participation if the group wants that, as many have. In some cases, we have been

willing—and we have done so—to renegotiate assignments if it becomes clear

through interaction with the group that those assignments are not contributing

to a positive learning outcome. (In Chapter Seven, we provide further illustrations

of course outlines, guidelines, and assignments.) We also are willing to renegoti-

ate due dates if conflicts emerge. How learners are assessed, however, is not open

to negotiation.

Evaluating outcomes, both in terms of assessing the learning process and eval-

uating learner satisfaction with the course, is a more complex process in an online

classroom. It is further complicated by the orientation or requirements of the host

institution for particular outcomes. (Some of these are discussed further in Chap-

ter Ten.) Although some instructors continue to use examinations in this setting,

and many software applications for online education allow for that, we lean to-

ward the use of papers that may be individually generated or generated by a small
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group and posted online or of authentic assessments whereby students are asked

to apply what they have learned to a case or situation that they generate or that is

generated by the instructor. Feedback on papers is provided by all participants,

thus promoting the development of skills in providing good feedback as well. In

addition, we assess the quality of posts throughout the course by using rubrics that

outline evidence of critical thinking ability and learners’ ability to generate knowl-

edge and make meaning of the course material. Assessment of student learning

becomes a more qualitative process as a result. Also, at the end of the course, we

ask students to assess the outcomes through self-reflection based on their initial

expectations. The following two excerpts are final reflections on course content for

a class on teaching and learning online:

The two things I have learned in this program that have had the greatest

impact on me are (1) who my online students are and (2) the importance

of community and how to implement it in a course that seemingly has no

room for academically meaningful social activity. As we worked through

the characteristics of successful online learners, the continuum of peda-

gogy to heutagogy and its impact on the role of the online instructor, and

the needs of our students, I began to see my own online students in a

new light. Although I have always wanted to improve my online course,

I felt more strongly motivated to make changes for these “new” students

I was discovering. Our experiences with community in the TVC program,

the research we did on building community, the activities we participated

in, and the input from my colleagues showed me firsthand the impact

that social interaction can have on students and provided me with a

wealth of ideas for how to build community in my course without simply

creating busywork for my students or without distracting them from the

course objectives or watering down the course content. . . . I am in the

process of creating a developmental algebra course online for the sum-

mer, and although the focus of the course is pretty hard-core algebra

tools, I am adding discussion and community-building activities to the

course to give students the sense that they are not struggling through

the material alone—that they have a support system and that they can

learn from each other. I will also incorporate group work where students

can tackle some of the most challenging problems (especially the word
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problems!) together. I’m really excited to see how this works out!

Stephanie

This example indicates the evidence of critical thinking skills, as well as an at-

tempt on the part of the learner to “bring it all home” by articulating the meaning

that has been derived from the exploration. It indicates a positive learning out-

come and successful completion of this learning experience. The next excerpt il-

lustrates how this successful outcome comes to pass in an online course:

I also cannot express how valuable it was having everyone comment on

my work. Engaging in dialogue with others who have such varying per-

spectives enhances the course work and has allowed me to see so many

other sides to a situation. What I hope to take away from that particular

experience is an ability to analyze a situation from multiple perspectives.

Robert

It is the ability to hear multiple voices on a topic that promotes the development

of critical thinking skills as students evaluate what they hear and potentially re-

think the ideas they initially presented.

Technical Facilitation
Collins and Berge (1996) discuss the technical-facilitation function in terms of the

instructor first becoming proficient and comfortable with the technology so as to

ensure the comfort of the participants and to make the technology as transparent

as possible. We find that this function goes well beyond this, as we described in

Chapter Five. Certainly, faculty need to be competent enough with the technology

to facilitate the course. However, we would hope that there is sufficient support

available to them so that even a less proficient instructor could successfully run a

course online.

Another more important function here is the ability of the instructor to create

a double-loop in the learning process, thus creating a transformative learning ex-

perience. In other words, because we know that instructors need to teach differently

online and that learners function differently, it is important to acknowledge that

stream of learning in the overall learning process. The following questions arise re-

lated to this stream of learning: How does learning and knowledge generation dif-

fer when we learn online? How does technology contribute to that difference? What
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do we learn about technology when we engage in learning in this way? How does

the use of online learning affect the learning process?

Just as we create a separate space for community in our courses, we also create

a separate space to track our responses to these questions in the form of reflections

on the course. We may title it, as we did in one course, something like Online

Learning and Other Friendly Stuff, or simply Reflections. What is important is that

this stream becomes acknowledged and tracked. It is a place where participants

can discuss their discomfort in interacting with technology, as well as celebrate

their successes in mastering it. Take the following examples of reflections on on-

line learning:

Well hum, thought, thought, thought, hum. . . . (That is my brain in ac-

tion.) This on-line component has been a big change for me. Although it

isn’t my style I see the great importance of the medium. The way I am

dealing with this change is just making myself do it, and I must say I enjoy

it more and more. I can just see it now, I will probably be one of those

people who ends up loving on-line learning! Stranger things have hap-

pened. Cindy

In my case you are right about the curriculum and the learning being of

interest. The online program was also exciting because it was a new chal-

lenge for me, and would help me to have the tools [I need]. I am, how-

ever, having difficulty getting accustomed to learning this way. I don’t

seem to learn as solidly through this type of free discussion as I do from

a more direct outline format. I tend to get lost trying to sort out what is

important when there is so much discussed. The reading online is very in-

teresting, but deciding what to respond to seems to take more of my en-

ergy than actually learning and applying my learning. Julie

Learning through the use of technology takes more than mastery of a software

program or comfort with the hardware being used. It takes an awareness of the

impact that this form of learning has on the learning process itself. In addition, as

this last bit of dialogue reveals, some students believe that online learning is not

“real” learning. Another responsibility of the instructor, therefore, is to help con-

textualize this form of learning and facilitate a needed paradigm shift for the

learner in order to allow the learning to have its greatest impact. (We discuss con-

crete suggestions for facilitating this shift in Chapter Nine.)
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THE ROLE OF THE LEARNER IN THE LEARNING PROCESS

What are the roles of the learner in the learning process? We have already stated

that the successful learner in an online environment is active and engaged in

knowledge generation. We agree with Garrison, Anderson, and Archer (2000) that

learners in an online learning community can and do take on part of the teaching

function.(Many of our students have commented at the end of an online course

about how much they learned from one another, and one student once compli-

mented her peers about what wonderful teachers they had been.) Just as we ex-

plored the roles of the online instructor from the vantage of certain categories, the

roles of the learner can best be understood as they relate to knowledge generation,

collaboration, and process management. Students often gravitate naturally to these

roles, and we see knowledge managers, collaborators, and process managers emerge

as the discussion unfolds. Some instructors choose to assign or ask students to de-

liberately take on those roles, particularly as part of collaborative activities and as-

signments. Often the roles are rotated so as to give students the broader experience

of functioning in each. In our classes, we tend to allow these roles to emerge nat-

urally from the group and work with students to support their development. As

we did with the roles of the instructor, we will now examine individually each of

these roles of the learner in the learning process.

Knowledge Generation

When we discussed the educational facilitation role, or the teaching presence, of

the instructor, we stated that the instructor serves as a gentle guide in the edu-

cational process. What this implies is that the recipient of that guidance—the

learner—is responsible for using the guidance in a meaningful way. In the on-

line classroom, this means that learners are responsible for actively seeking so-

lutions to problems contained within the broad confines of the knowledge area

being studied and raising the level of those solutions to one of more complex-

ity. They are expected to view problems and questions from a number of per-

spectives, including the perspectives of the other learners involved in the process.

They are expected to question the assumptions presented by the instructor and

those of the other students, as well their own assumptions and ideas. In so doing,

learners in the online classroom are generating the preferred learning out-

come for this type of course: the construction of new forms of knowledge and

meaning, or cognitive presence. By engaging in the learning process in this way,
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learners are learning about learning as well as gaining research and critical-think-

ing skills.

Some learners gravitate easily to knowledge generation and will often share

many resources with other students as the term progresses, along with critical re-

flection on their work. One of us had a student in an online class who was clearly

a knowledge generator. As her peers were posting drafts of their final papers for

review, she responded not only with substantive feedback for them around their

ideas and their writing but also with a list of additional articles they might want

to review in completing their papers.

As we have seen in some of the course dialogue, learners should be able to crit-

ically evaluate their own learning style in addition to learning something about

the area under study. Simultaneously, students should gather additional resources

that are pertinent to the area under study and that go beyond the materials as-

signed, thus developing their skills and their confidence as researchers. This de-

velopment is considered to be a successful learning outcome, and the knowledge

managers in an online class are often helpful in bringing it about.

Collaboration
Students in the online learning environment are not expected to undertake this

process alone. The failing of many online distance learning programs has been the

inability or unwillingness to facilitate a collaborative learning process. In this en-

vironment, students should be expected to work together to generate deeper lev-

els of understanding and critical evaluation of the material under study. In the

process of seeking out additional materials for this purpose, students should be

expected to share the resources they are finding with the other members of the

group. Frequently, students will find an interesting website, article, or book that

they become excited about sharing with others. In fact, this type of search and the

reporting back to the group on the results can be an effective assignment leading to

the expected learning outcomes of the course. We frequently expect students to

generate a bibliography of readings. We get them started with a few suggestions,

but it is up to the group to seek and post other materials of interest in order to en-

rich the learning process for all group members.

The online classroom is perfect for the facilitation of collaborative learning, and

those students who gravitate to the collaborator role help make it happen. In ad-

dition to meeting together at the course site, students with similar interests should
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be encouraged to “meet” in other ways and work together. Often this is initiated

by the collaborator who may suggest a study session or a chat session to discuss a

topic. Students might also be encouraged to collaboratively prepare a report or

paper to share with the others in the group. In addition, students should be guided

and encouraged in their ability to give each other meaningful feedback on their

work—that is, feedback that goes beyond giving one another pats on the back for

good work and that comments substantively on the ideas presented. All of these

activities assist in the development of the critical-thinking skills necessary to ef-

fectively engage in the knowledge-generation role described previously. A collab-

orator assists the group by ensuring that all voices are heard and that all members

are participating. A collaborator often will not allow the group to move forward

until consensus is achieved and may create tools such as Web surveys to make sure

that each group member’s opinion has been included.

Another means by which collaboration can happen is by facilitating dialogue

between learning communities. By this we mean that instructors who are teaching

similar courses, either in the same or different universities, can encourage and even

facilitate discussion among participants in those classes. One group might research

and prepare a presentation for another group, the outcome being the enhanced

learning of both groups. This type of collaboration also increases the resources

available to the participants as they explore areas of interest within the loosely de-

fined boundaries of the knowledge area under study. Just the ability to study on-

line can stimulate interest in collaborative work. As students discover that they are

able to connect, via the Internet, with other universities and learning communi-

ties, their interest in doing so while working in other course areas also increases.

Instructors can promote this type of activity through creative assignments that

promote communication with other groups. We have experienced students in the

collaborator role who have suggested and facilitated this type of collaboration.

(Further discussion of collaborative learning can be found in Chapter Eight.)

Process Management
The role of process manager is the one that most significantly sets online teaching

and learning apart from the face-to-face classroom. Often, this is a role that

emerges organically from the group. We welcome its occurrence, because students

who take on this role will ask clarifying questions that others in the group may

have been too shy to ask. As an active learner, students are expected to participate
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within minimal guidelines, interact and engage with one another, speak up if the

course or discussion is moving in a direction that is uncomfortable for them in

any way, and take responsibility for the formation of the online learning commu-

nity. Process managers often accept these responsibilities without hesitation.

Process managers will also point out any inconsistencies in instructions given, seek

to clarify assignments, and generally take responsibility for ensuring that the course

moves along smoothly. Some instructors may find this process managing intru-

sive, but we welcome it, as it illustrates the responsibility that learners will take in

the development and maintenance of the learning community.

Consider the following example of a series of student posts that followed some

reflections by the instructor. The students were struggling with process issues, and

posting their anxieties in response is an illustration of the process management role:

In terms of the course, I am feeling grounded and I am starting to enjoy

myself. I am finding this course challenging in terms of process and that

is a good thing – it means I’m learning new things! The content is also

perfect from a timing perspective because of 2 groups I am involved in

with very high level needs. I appreciate your validation that we are on

track. That’s reassuring.

Reflecting back on last week, I think a number of things happened

that, in combination, led to anxiety for me and I suspect would be simi-

lar for others.

Group – we struggled to get started, not wanting to be too pushy and

also wanting to be the leaders that we are. We swirled a bit. Anxiety re-

sulted. Mid week, three people dropped out and others went missing.

This triggered an even higher level of anxiety. With Candi’s intervention

and our own skills, we started to reach out to each other and sort things

out. Anxiety was reduced!

Course lead – Rena, a couple of times during orientation and just before

you left, you made the comment that the syllabus was clear. I got the im-

pression that you were a bit impatient and couldn’t see that it wasn’t clear

in some areas. This opened the door for the impression that you weren’t

open to more questions on the syllabus. I personally chose to not worry

about that because you’ve given lots of evidence that you want us to be suc-

cessful. I can see though, how this would add to anxiety for some people.
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So, as you say, flexibility and tolerance for ambiguity are the key. We

hit a bump in the road but the bus is still heading in the right direction,

and a few passengers realized they were on the wrong bus. We were just

getting to know them so we miss them but hope they find the right bus.

Thanks for letting us clear the air—Cheryl

Thanks, Cheryl! I really appreciate your comments and the gentle and 

authentic way in which they were delivered. You have captured a lot 

of what I have felt over the last week and wasn’t quite sure how to say

myself. Thank you! Linda

First, let me reiterate that you’re all exactly where you should be!!

Whether you believe it or not, you began to take control of your course

last week and I’m thrilled with what I see. What groups do when they’re

anxious—they go for and to structure. So, sure, I admit that there are

typos in the syllabus (inadvertent) and some openness of and even some

lack of structure (purposeful). This is to allow you to take charge of the

process. So, let’s talk about what’s making you anxious at this point and

not whether there’s a booboo on page 8 (or wherever!!) and what’s due

when—because I’11 tell you again and again, your process and what

you’re learning from your process is paramount to me. OK, I’m going to

shut up now and let you talk!! What are your anxieties and how are you 

doing this week?? Rena

This example clearly shows the willingness of students in a process manager

role to speak out when they are offended, uncomfortable, or simply have an opin-

ion on something. The instructor’s response to such an interchange shows the nec-

essary willingness to leave behind the traditional power boundaries between

instructor and student to resolve the conflict and move the learning process for-

ward. This medium has been described as the great equalizer, essentially eliminat-

ing the boundaries that exist between cultures, genders, and ages, and also

eliminating power differences. Faculty must be able to relinquish their role of

power within and over the educational process in order to allow learners to take

on a process management role. In fact, we frequently find that we learn as much

from our students in an online course as our students learn from us. One author’s

response to a student post is an example of the ways in which this might occur:
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Interesting thoughts, Cindy. You’ve made me look at Morgan’s work from

another angle! Frequently, I use his concept of metaphor and image to

look at what already exists in the organization as a part of my assessment

of it. And, in fact, Morgan in his application chapter suggests the same

(ordering sort of hierarchically the metaphors in existence). I’ve not con-

sidered planful use of his metaphors in the creation of an organization,

but I do think it has merit. Our discussion with [our guest speaker] on Sun-

day to some degree touched on this (I do hope you’re able to get the

tapes!). [He] talked about essentially doing a monthly “report card” in

staff meetings where staff would each comment on how well the mission

and vision of the organization are playing out in day-to-day operation.

He felt that all “votes” would be equal in terms of looking at how well

the organization is functioning, or not. If one area continuously shows

up deficient, then they would need to strategize ways to improve it.

When we discussed the need for consciousness in organizations. . . ., 

I think this is what we may have had in mind as an example of at least at-

tempting to be conscious about the business at hand. [His] is a small or-

ganization and can probably accommodate this kind of conscious

evaluation process easily. In a larger organization it would be lots more

difficult, I agree. Rena

The ability to remain flexible and open and to relinquish control are charac-

teristics that make not only for successful instructors in this medium but for suc-

cessful learners as well. We must all maintain an attitude of being in this together

and a willingness to adapt and adjust as we move along in the process. Students

must be able to speak out in this regard, without fear of repercussion. Faculty must

be able to communicate that this is not only acceptable but necessary in order for

students to be able to assume the roles necessary to facilitate educational success

in the online classroom. Teaching and learning through the vehicle of the online

learning community requires giving attention to community development at the

start, handing over the reins to the learners as the community develops and as the

roles begin to emerge, and then monitoring and facilitating the process. In so

doing, social presence, teaching presence, and cognitive presence, as well as to some

degree the pedagogical, social, managerial, technical, and administrative functions,

are shared between instructor and learners.
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THE HYBRID COURSE AND ONLINE COMMUNITY

Hybrid courses, also known as blended courses, offer institutions, instructors, and

learners a great deal of flexibility. Conducted both face-to-face and online, hybrid

courses allow flexibility and the ability to move course components to either the

online or face-to-face arena as deemed appropriate. Some instructors post “static”

material, such as the course syllabus and guidelines, on the course website for easy

access and review while predominantly conducting the class face-to-face; others

use the online medium to extend class discussion or to reduce the number of

times the class meets face-to-face; still others use class time for active learning 

and the online component for other collaborative work. The combinations are

seemingly endless, and both students and faculty seem to appreciate this form of

learning.

The question emerges, however: How does the notion of an online learning

community fit with hybrid delivery? A study conducted by Rovai and Jordan

(2004) addressed this very question. Their findings indicate that the sense of com-

munity in a hybrid course can actually be stronger because of a reduced sense of

isolation created by even occasional face-to-face contact. They also note that this

type of course appeals to more “dependent” learners who rely on direct instructor

contact to support their learning process. The conclusions of Rovai and Jordan

(2004) were, however, that although the hybrid course allows yet another means

of delivering education, and one that is rather flexible in nature, it is still the skill

of the instructor as facilitator that drives the effective development of the learning

community and promotes satisfactory learning outcomes for the class.

MOVING TO SPECIFICS

Now that we have explored the roles and functions of instructors and learners that

emerge in an effective online course, it is important to understand how these roles

and functions are operationalized. During our presentations at conferences and

workshops regarding teaching online, we have found that instructors are always

most concerned with the following issues:

• How do I effectively move a course to the online environment?

• How do I create a different type of syllabus for my online class?
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• How do I learn to feel comfortable online, and how do I help my students feel

comfortable with their role in the learning process?

• How do I make this all happen and happen quickly?

In the next section, we focus on course creation and maintenance in the online

environment. We include several examples of our own, as well as those created by

other instructors who are successfully teaching online. In addition, we include

questions for consideration that can help turn all of these details into action. We

hope this will help readers understand the concept we call electronic pedagogy and

begin to recognize that it is not course conversion that needs to occur but rather

a paradigm shift regarding how we view ourselves as educators, how we view our

students, and how we view education itself.
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Building Foundations

Up to this point, we have described the issues and elements that

make up the context of online learning. For this and the next

several chapters, we focus on the details of the learning process online

and how to create a successful course. In this chapter, we examine

what is involved in the creation of an effective course: creating an ap-

propriate syllabus for online teaching, setting objectives, negotiating

guidelines, setting up the course site online, encouraging participa-

tion and student buy-in, and accounting for presence in the online

classroom.

As we present each topic, we include concrete examples from our courses as well

as those of other instructors who have had positive outcomes in their online teach-

ing experiences. To delineate each piece of the process of building a good course

foundation, the course syllabi have been divided into the components that corre-

spond with the topic under discussion. We present a variety of examples from a

number of disciplines. At the time of this writing, instructors from all disciplines

teach a wide variety of courses online, including but not limited to English com-

position, humanities, hard sciences such as physics and engineering, computer sci-

ence, mathematics, and even dance and fine arts. (Samples of complete syllabi are

presented in Resource A.)

CREATING AN EFFECTIVE COURSE DESIGN

Many instructors have mistakenly assumed that teaching online involves what is

termed curriculum conversion, which basically means taking a course taught face-

to-face and simply putting that course online without making many adjustments.

c h a p t e r
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We argue that it is not the curriculum we are converting but our teaching method-

ology; when our pedagogy changes, so must the course. The creation of an effective

online course involves a paradigm shift regarding the mode of delivery of the

course material. Four basic steps are involved in creating an effective syllabus for

an online course. They are likely to be the same four steps involved in creating a

course syllabus for face-to-face delivery. However, the important point here is that

to design a course for effective online delivery, it is important to start these steps

over again rather than simply move the course from one medium to another. The

four steps for creating a syllabus for an online course are (1) defining outcomes

and objectives, (2) choosing appropriate reading material, assignments, and tasks

(3) establishing a topic-driven course outline, and (4) developing and aligning as-

sessment of activities with outcomes and objectives. We now review the first three

of these steps concurrently and provide examples of each task. We discuss the

fourth step, assessment, in detail in Chapter Ten.

Defining Outcomes and Objectives
As with any good course, an instructor needs to begin with the end in mind. What

do we want our students to learn as they interact with the course material? What

skills and abilities should they be able to take with them at the end of the course?

In an online course, the syllabus is deliberately left more open to allow students to

develop new ideas, exercise critical-thinking skills, and develop research skills. Ob-

jectives may be more broadly defined so that participants can take a course in

unanticipated directions, based on their own interests and needs. However, in plan-

ning an online course, it is still important to consider expected outcomes as the

course is being developed. In addition, with the more recent emphasis on compe-

tency-based learning, it is important to establish the competencies the instructor

hopes to see the learners achieve in completing the course. In other words, what

do we want students to walk away with when the course ends? What do we actu-

ally want them to be able to do as the result of this course? Some examples of com-

petencies might include the ability to design and deliver a training program, write

a potentially publishable article, or debug a computer program, as seen in the “Pro-

gramming Concepts” example in the exhibit that follows. Exhibit 7.1 shows ex-

amples of course objectives from three classes to illustrate this concept.

As is evident in these examples, the development of course objectives for an on-

line course does not differ much from the development of objectives for a face-to-

face course. In fact, those presented would work as well in a face-to-face class as

Building Online Learning Communities130

c07.qxd  5/28/07  1:40 PM  Page 130



131

Exhibit 7.1.
Sample Learning Objectives for Online Courses.

Management and Organizational Theory (graduate level class):

Summary of Educational Purpose:
The purpose of this course is to introduce learners to post-modern philosophy
as applied to management and organizations, to provide examples of new par-
adigm thinking in business, and to introduce one or more methodologies for
applying new paradigm theories in the everyday, real world operation of busi-
nesses, non-profits, and government agencies. The course also provides a
grounding in the history and theory of management and organizations in Amer-
ica. Finally, the course is intended to encourage learners to increase their expo-
sure to and application of emergent management practices and organization
designs that are humane, socially responsible, and ecologically sound.

Learning Objectives:
After completing this course, learners will be able to:
1. Understand the historical and cultural foundations of mainstream American

management;
2. Articulate the strengths and weaknesses of the old paradigm;
3. Understand the historical and cultural reasons for a new paradigm;
4. Build awareness of what the new paradigm looks like and might include;
5. Appreciate when and how elements of the old paradigm need to be applied,

and
6. Apply elements of new paradigm theory and practice.

Personality and Psychotherapy (undergraduate-level class):

Course Description:
This online course approaches the study of personality in a slightly different
manner. The author of our text, Lawrence Pervin, notes that the typical ap-
proach to the study of personality takes the form of the “grand theories” of per-
sonality. This approach, however, does not address current approaches to
personality, nor does it necessarily assist us in knowing how to apply the theo-
ries in a therapeutic context. In addition, being a more traditional approach, it
does not account for issues of gender, culture, or politics in the study of per-
sonality, all of which play a significant role. Consequently, our approach will be
two-pronged. We will read about the ways in which personality is studied, both
through our text and also through articles assigned by me and articles you may
find in your research. In addition, you will form presentation groups, allowing
you to explore and present the “grand theories” to one another. In this way, we
will have the best of both approaches and will learn from one another.

(continued)
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Exhibit 7.1.
Sample Learning Objectives for Online Courses. (continued)

Learning Objectives:
1. Become knowledgeable about the major theories and approaches to the
study of personality and their relationship to psychotherapy
2. Evaluate the similarities and differences of the various approaches and theo-
ries
3. Become familiar with changes and current developments in the field
4. Critically and creatively evaluate the strengths and limitations of the theories
and practices
5. Examine assumptions about human nature and therapeutic relationships, with
particular attention paid to multicultural approaches
6. Apply the material studied to personal experience and case examples

Programming Concepts and Applications (community college level course)
Course Description:
Students will learn the components of the programming cycle including prob-
lem analysis, algorithm development, design implementation, debugging, and
acceptable documentation standards. Students will implement their algorithms
using an object orientated language such as Java.

Students who successfully complete this course will:
1. Understand the programming development life cycle.
2. Display the ability to write algorithms, flowcharts, and pseudocode.
3. Have an understanding of the basic syntax of a programming language so
that they can use that language to solve problems.
4. Have an understanding of object-orientated program design using an object
oriented language.
5. Display the ability to design, write and debug structured programs.

Quantitative Methods (graduate-level class)

Course Description:
An examination of the formulation, use and interpretation of mathematical
models for making sound business decisions. Models include linear program-
ming, PERT/CPM, decision trees, inventory, queuing, and Markovian processes.

Course Objectives:
To help students formulate, use, and interpret mathematical models com-

monly used in business.
To see and use computerized models demonstrated in the text, software and

others.
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they do online; differentiation appears in how the course is structured and pre-

sented through the course syllabus.

Choosing Appropriate Reading Material, Assignments, and Tasks
Once the objectives and competencies have been determined, the next step is to

create an effective syllabus, including assignments, topics for discussion, expecta-

tions for participation, and ways the class activities will be assessed (discussed in

Chapter Ten); a detailed outline describing the topics to be presented or discussed

in each class is unnecessary. Instead, broad topic headings give students a general

idea of what will be considered and discussed in the course, along with some ques-

tions for consideration as they think about each topic. The syllabus in an online

classroom should be more open, allowing students greater leeway for exploration.

We have found that the most successful classes are guided by a syllabus that is

topic-driven. In other words, the weekly “schedule” for the class includes a discus-

sion topic for the week, with readings and assignments geared to spark discussion

of that topic. Another successful format is to structure the course around the re-

quired readings, allowing the material in the readings to create the discussion. Ex-

amples of both types of course outlines are presented in Exhibit 7.2.

Establishing a Topic-Driven Course
Courses such as science, math, art, or music, which do not lend themselves to the

reading and discussion format, may look very different. The computer science class

we presented, for example, may have a written “mini-lecture” by the instructor to

explain a procedure or theory. Students may be expected to complete problems on

their own or in groups and submit the results to the instructor for evaluation. Dis-

cussion may take the form of questions about the material directed to the in-

structor or to other students to promote collaboration. Many science classes

requiring labs make arrangements with remote facilities so that students can do

their laboratory work. One instructor at Johns Hopkins University created a “vir-

tual lab,” where students could conduct simulated experiments on the World Wide

Web (Kiernan, 1997). Lab kits are available so that students can conduct science

experiments safely in their homes. Some of these kits contain digital cameras so

that students can record their results and e-mail the photos to their instructors.

(continued on page 138)
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Exhibit 7.2.
Sample Course Outlines for Online Courses.
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Syllabus for Programming Concepts and Applications:
This is a community college level online class. This course outline illustrates 
organization of the course using the readings as an organizational tool.

Course Schedule:

Assignment Due Date 
Learning            Topic Topic (all assignments are due by
Module Topics   Start Date  End Date 11:59PM on the due date)

Module 0: 1/10 1/22 Ice Breaker Assignment (1/22)
Orientation and Ice Breaker Quiz (1/22)
Ice Breaker

Module 1: 1/17 1/29 Reading Quiz 1 (1/22)
Problem Solving Assignment 1 (1/29)
Read Lecture Notes Discussion 1 (1/29)
Read Chapter 1

Module 2: 1/30 2/12 Reading Quiz 2 (2/5)
Algorithms Assignment 2 (2/5)
Read Lecture Notes Assignment 2 (2/5)

Team Activity, part 1 (2/5)
Team Activity, part 2 (2/12)
Discussion 2 (2/12)

Module 3: 2/13 2/26 Reading Quiz 3 (2/19)
Basic Java Assignment 3 (2/19)
Programs Team Activity 2 (2/26)
Read Chapter 2 Lab 1 (2/26)

Discussion 3 (2/26)

Module 4: 2/27 3/12 Reading Quiz 4 (3/5)
Program Input and Assignment 4 (3/5)
Output Lab 2 (3/12)
Read Chapter 3 Team Activity 3 (3/12)

Discussion 4 (3/12)

Module 5: 3/13 3/29 Reading Quiz 5 (3/19)
Control Structures Assignment 5 (3/19)
Read Chapters Lab 3 (3/29)
4 and 5 Lab 4 (3/29)

Team Activity 4 (3/29)
Discussion 5(3/29)
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Syllabus for Topics in Business Administration: 
The Search for Soul and Spirit in the Workplace. This is a graduate level online
class. The course is organized around topics for discussion.

SCHEDULE OF DISCUSSIONS:

[NOTE: Reading is for the week of discussion. I will be checking all URL’s to
make sure that they are current. If a URL change is necessary, I will post the
change in the course. I may also add or substitute articles from the BizSpirit
site as new material becomes available. Feel free to seek out additional soul
and spirit resources from the Internet or library to support your facilitation of
the discussion as well.]

Discussions for this course will primarily focus on topics which are organized
into 2-week blocks. You will be asked to facilitate the discussion for one week
by posting a thoughtful question for all of us to consider and respond to,
based on the readings and your responses to them. As the facilitator for the
week, you will also post a summary of the discussion for that week. All of you
are encouraged to bring your own experiences into the discussions as we go.

In addition, I will create a folder in which I’d like you to post your reflec-
tions for the week in journal fashion (also known as “blogging” or keeping a
web log) and an idea or two that the reading and discussion triggered for you
regarding interventions in the workplace related to soul and spirit.

The following is a beginning outline of the discussion topics and the read-
ing assignments. This may be modified as we go dependent upon your inter-
ests and needs.

WEEK 1:
Post an introduction and begin a discussion regarding the definition of soul
and spirit.

Read article by Rutte, “Spirituality in the Workplace,” [http://www.soulful
living.com/spiritualityinworkplace.htm]

WEEKS 2 and 3:
Defining the search for soul and spirit organizationally – What are the prob-
lems being surfaced? What are the organizational issues related to soul and
spirit? Confronting the shadow organizationally.

Read Briskin, The Stirring of Soul in the Workplace (entire book) and articles
by Johnson and Lewin:

Johnson, “How to Do Well and Do Good in Business,” [http://www.bizspirit.
com/bsj/archives/cedric1.html]

Lewin, “The Reality of Complexity,”
[http://www.bizspirit.com/bsj/archives/lewin1.html]

Lewin, “The Soul at Work,” [http://www.bizspirit.com/bsj/archives/lewin2.html]

(continued)
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WEEKS 4 and 5:
How do we define meaningful work? What are the roles of values and ethics
in determining meaningful work?

Read Peppers and Briskin (entire book) and article by Levoy, “The Power of
Work as a Calling,” [http://www.bizspirit.com/bsj/archives/levoy2.html]

WEEK 6:
Discussion of the organizational assessments. Your assessment should be
posted by midnight Pacific Time on Monday.

WEEKS 7 and 8:
Leadership and motivation as they relate to soul and spirit.

Read Bolman and Deal (entire book) and articles by Madigan and Dreaver:

Madigan, “Consciousness: A Principle-Based Paradigm for Leadership,”
[http://www.bizspirit.com/bsj/archives/madigan1.html]

Dreaver, “Fearless Leadership,”
[http://www.bizspirit.com/bsj/archives/dreaver1.html]

WEEKS 9 and 10:
Organizational transformation, soul, and spirit.

Read articles by Barrett, Renesch, Marcic, and in HR Magazine:

Barrett, “Organizational Transformation,”
[http://www.bizspirit.com/bsj/archives/barrett1.html]

Renesch, “The Conscious Organization,”
[http://www.bizspirit.com/bsj/archives/renesch1.html]

Marcic, Table 2 from Managing with the Wisdom of Love, [http://www.marcic.
com/books/virtues.htm]

WEEK 11:
Discussion of final papers in dyads.

WEEK 12:
Report out from dyads.

Submit self-evaluation.

Exhibit 7.2.
Sample Course Outlines for Online Courses. (continued)
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Syllabus for Quantitative Methods:
This is a required graduate level course which is taught completely online. The
course is organized around the teaching of models and skills in addition to the
assigned text.

Course Outline:

READING 
DATE TOPIC(S) ASSIGNMENT(S)

Week of Jan. 12 Introduction to course and Chapters 1, 2
probability concepts

Week of Jan. 19 Probability distributions, Chapters 3, 5
decision theory

Week of Jan. 26 Decision trees, utility theory, Chapters 6, 7
quality control

Week of Feb. 2 Inventory models Chapters 8, 9

Week of Feb. 9 Linear programming and Chapters 10, 11
applications

Week of Feb. 16 Linear programming continued Chapters 12 (skim), 13

Week of Feb. 23 Transportation models Chapter 14 (sects 1-3, 
and assignment problems 7,10,12–15) and 15

Week of Mar. 2 Queuing theory, waiting lines, Chapters 16, 17
simulation

Week of Mar. 9 Continuation of simulation, Chapter 18
Network models

Week of Mar. 16 Markov analysis; wrap-up Chapter 19

Week of Mar. 23 Case studies due
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Some instructors provide supplementary material on video or CD-ROM, to

which students can then respond online. We recently met a dance instructor who

was soliciting press packets from dance troupes across the country and including

examples of their work on a CD-ROM to illustrate various techniques being dis-

cussed in the class. Some instructors use companion websites that accompany the

texts they have adopted and that contain Web-based activities that supplement the

course. Many art instructors scan artwork so students can view and discuss it on-

line or create a virtual slide show that replicates, to some degree, the way in which

art classes are traditionally taught face-to-face. Similarly, students can scan and

upload their own artwork to complete assignments. Generally speaking, however,

most online courses contain areas for presenting material to students, for asyn-

chronous or synchronous discussion, for posting assignments, sending e-mail, and

sometimes for taking exams. Some course management systems also allow the in-

structor to create areas for small-group work, which can occur between two or

more students, that include a private discussion board for the group, the ability to

share documents, and potentially a synchronous chat function.

Course Activities As already stated, what sets an online course apart from its

face-to-face counterpart is not necessarily how the syllabus looks but how the

course is delivered. Consequently, the activities contained within the course that

address course objectives and competencies are a critical component to be con-

sidered. Carr-Chellman and Duchastel (2001) discuss the importance of the ac-

tivities in an online course and further note that a good online course does not

“teach,” but instead makes resources and activities available that allow students to

explore the content together in an effective manner. Often, it is the math and sci-

ence instructors we talk to who have difficulty conceiving of activities for online

courses. The following is the reflection of a statistics instructor who decided to try

a “fishbowl” activity in her online class that successfully achieved the goal that Carr-

Chellman and Duchastel describe. Based on techniques often used in face-to-face

settings for counselor training, fishbowls allow a small group of students to prac-

tice a skill while being observed by the instructor and others in the class. Gener-

ally set up on the discussion board of a course management system, fishbowls can

be used in a number of ways. A small group might interact with the instructor

while the remainder of the class observes. Or the group may simply interact with

one another around a topic or facilitate the discussion of the rest of the class from
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within the fishbowl. In this particular situation, the instructor chose to divide the

larger group into smaller groups for discussion. Each group was to participate in

their own discussion while observing one other group in action. The teams were

to design a survey or an experiment while in the fishbowl.

My stat class just finished the fishbowl activity that I designed. A few of

you on campus have already heard my jubilation about my student in-

teraction over the past week, but I wanted to give a “final report” now

that the activity is over.

I did have about 6 of my 18 students who either never showed up for

class [or] left very few tracks, but the remaining 12 were brainstorming

like crazy about their team’s survey or experiment design – and (shock-

ingly) appeared to be having fun. They came up with the most magnifi-

cent ideas, although I literally had to sit on my hands to keep from

butting in as I wanted to give advice or set them on a different path at

times. I did, however, drop notes into their discussion areas to let them

know how pleased I was with their progress. For one panicky group, I had

to leave several notes to let them know that everything was OK and that

they were doing an impressive job.:)

If you recall, I had two follow-up activities. One was a survey about

what went well and what needed to be improved. I was shocked by the

overwhelmingly positive – almost glowing – responses to the survey. I

thought that at least one student would say they didn’t like the fishbowl

or working with groups, but many of them even used words like <gasp>

fun. In particular, I have a few nurses who were thrilled to be able to

apply their expertise in the course and to see how statistics related to

their discipline.

The other follow-up activity was a self-assessment with three main

questions—the most important thing the student learned about surveys,

the most important thing the student learned about experiments, and

what they thought about working in groups. The quality of work I re-

ceived for these assignments was unparalleled – and again, glowing re-

ports about the activity. I wanted to share a few quotes . . .

• “I like the project we were assigned to. This gets everyone to know

each other more, which is good. Now, if I were about to design a 
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survey for my research paper, or any assignments that require de-

signing a survey, I would be able to. Thanks!”

• “I thought that working in a group within an online environment

was pretty useful and worked out pretty well. I also realized that

when you are working in an online group on a project that you have

to check in almost everyday in order to respond and [actively] partici-

pate.”

• “After monitoring the Survey Design team’s discussion this week and

then reading over their final post, I realized just how time consum-

ing it is to create a decent survey. Filling out a survey takes minutes

maybe even seconds, but it seems to take days to hash out all the de-

tails necessary to make one.”

• “I thought surveys were easy to construct and the data collected, eas-

ily compiled. I now know you must thoughtfully contemplate what

you really want to glean from the data you collect.”

• “I think the anonymity of the internet allows for more honest re-

sponses and people tend to be more like themselves, not putting on

appearances. After all, we will probably never meet. Conversely, it is

nice to put a face and a name together. I personally think it odd that

you can post something and have a response very quickly. Here you

are, sitting alone in your ‘whatever’ room, thinking you are doing

this on your own and one of your teammates returns your post. That

means they are sitting in their ‘whatever’ room alone also, strug-

gling just like you. Together separately.”

• “I see statistics now as a big process, not just [a] bunch [of] tables

and graphs.”

I could keep going, but I have probably bored you by now.:) I just want

to say, to Drs. P&P and to my esteemed classmates, thank you so much for

what you have taught me over the past few months. Stephanie

Another element to consider in designing activities for online courses is build-

ing in some form of choice. This helps address the various learning styles of stu-

dents and adds variety to the course. For example, students might be given two
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choices in preparing an integrative paper that illustrates their understanding of

course concepts such as the following example from an undergraduate psychol-

ogy course, Personality and Psychotherapy:

Choose one of the following options for your final paper:

1. Theory and personal application – Take one theory or approach to

personality and present yourself in reference to this theory or ap-

proach. Use at least 3 outside references not read for class. You also

have the option of taking a personality inventory, such as the MBTI,

and using that as the theoretical basis for your analysis. If you do so,

make sure to also discuss the theory to which the inventory relates.

Your content should be 60% theoretical and 40% personal process.

2. Watch the film, “Don Juan de Marco” and write a paper that ap-

plies the theoretical material we have discussed this term as well as

the therapeutic approach used with Don Juan. What theories in ac-

tion do you see in the film? Support your paper with at least 3 out-

side references not read for class.

This collaborative small group project is from a graduate-level course in group

process and team building and also involves a significant degree of choice:

Please construct a 3000–4000 word paper analyzing the group dynamics

of one of two films. The film choices are: Twelve Angry Men (1957) or Cal-

endar Girls (2004). The paper should integrate theory and practice and

the following are some directions you might take in your analysis. These

options are suggested ways to approach the paper, however, if your

group has a different way you would like to approach the paper, that is

fine. I’m available for a consultation about approach if you like.

Assume that the movie needs little description in terms of plot and char-

acters.

Option 1:

• Of the major topics we have discussed through our readings and

postings, please pick 4—5 which seem to be most applicable to the

movie your group has chosen. Discuss how these are illustrated in
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the movie and what implications there are for the group and its

functioning (1–2 pages per topic/concept).

• Considering yourselves a consultants to the group, what exercises or in-

terventions might you use, given the forces at play (which you have just

discussed)? What are the potential pitfalls? Any points of leverage or

strength?

• Summarize your analysis and proposed interventions by noting the major

points of insight into this group and if your intervention(s) were success-

ful, what would be visible evidence of this?

Option 2:

• System features can be a structural way to observe group dynamics.

Do the following features help you understand how various theories

play out in the movie?

• Boundaries – how are the boundaries of the group established?

• What, if any, sub-systems exist?

• What is an example of:

• The influence of the group on an individual?

• The influence of an individual on the group?

• The influence of a sub-group on an individual?

• The influence of a sub-group on the group?

• The influence of an individual on a sub-group?

• The influence of the group on a sub group?

• Do specific roles become visible?

• What are the group norms and how are they established?

• What are the communication patterns?

• How are decisions made?

• Are there power differentials in the group?

• How is conflict handled?

• Is more time and energy devoted to content or process?

• What is the level of emotionality present? Trust?

Remember that this is a group paper and should be completed with one

posting from the group. You are responsible for developing the process

that you will use to write this paper.

Stein and Wanstreet (2003) conducted a study in which students were given the

choice of participating in small groups face-to-face or online in the same class.
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Twenty-two students chose to work online for their collaborative small group work

and eleven chose to be in face-to-face groups. What Stein and Wanstreet found was

that the element of choice seemed to enhance the learning process and the sense

of social presence, hence community, that developed among the learners. There

was essentially no difference in the sense of social presence between the two groups,

and satisfaction levels with the class were high. Stein and Wanstreet concluded that

the element of choice is critical to adult learners and that this element fosters learn-

ing; the ability to choose becomes a matter of learning style and individual pref-

erence.

One final consideration for course activities is that of alignment. We have al-

ready stated that course activities should relate to the learning objectives of the

course. The objectives and activities should also align with the ways in which they

are assessed, a topic we return to in Chapter Ten. In looking at the assessment of

student performance and its relationship to the activities performed, Morgan and

O’Reilly (1999) note that it is important to design courses that contain a clear ra-

tionale and consistent pedagogical approach. In other words, courses should be

designed with objectives, activities, and assessments that are in alignment and the

delivery of those activities should be consistent throughout. For example, an in-

structor might want to assess the success of a collaborative small group activity.

Using a test or quiz is not likely to assess that activity well, whereas the use of a

rubric that students can measure their performance against and then complete a

self-assessment might. Tests and quizzes might not measure skill acquisition and

application well, whereas a simulation or case application of the concepts might.

Instructors, then, need to think out of the box when developing assessments rather

than relying only on the use of tests and quizzes to measure student performance.

Mixing up assessment techniques has the added benefit of minimizing the ability

to cheat, a topic we discuss further in Chapter Ten.

Course Guidelines It is extremely important to begin the class with clear guide-

lines for acceptable participation. These guidelines are generally presented along

with the syllabus and course outline as a means of creating some structure around

the course. In addition, the guidelines can be used as a first discussion item. We

have learned the hard way that if clear participation guidelines are not established,

the course does not go well. What we assume is understood may not be as clear to

our participants. For example, simply stating that participants must log on twice

a week says nothing about what they are expected to do during that online session.
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One of our students who was not posting to the discussion felt that she was ful-

filling the guideline of logging on twice weekly because she checked the site and

read what others had posted. We were able to track her presence on the site through

the software being used and were able to verify that, in fact, she had been doing

what she said. However, without making some sort of contribution to the discus-

sion, it was difficult to give her a grade for participation in the course. Having

learned from this experience, we now are explicit about what an online session

consists of and what is expected of students when they post to the discussion. A

post involves more than visiting the course site to check in and say hello. A post is

considered to be a substantive contribution to the discussion, wherein a student

either comments on other posts or begins a new topic. Exhibit 7.3 gives examples

of guidelines from online classes.

In addition to providing guidelines of what is expected of students, it is also

good practice to be explicit in terms of what students can expect from the in-

structor. Exhibit 7.4 provides examples of two sets of faculty expectations.

A final thought regarding guidelines is the need to take the educational level

and setting into account, as we have illustrated with our examples. Undergradu-

ates may need tighter guidelines than do graduate students. A course that is being

taught with an option of online or face-to-face delivery may create an opportu-

nity to move students to either option, depending on need and ability to work in

one or the other setting. Regardless, the guidelines should act as an initial struc-

ture for the course and provide information to participants regarding expectations

for participation and conduct in the course; feedback from participants regarding

the guidelines should be solicited. This, along with the posting of participant in-

troductions, should constitute the first week of discussion in an online class. We

return to this topic as we discuss what it takes to gain student buy-in.

CONSTRUCTING THE ONLINE COURSE SITE

Although the guidelines provide a framework from which to operate, the online

course site provides the organizational structure through which participants can

engage with the course material being investigated and with one another. It is there-

fore a critical contributing factor to an effective outcome. To some degree, the soft-

ware used to deliver the course, and sometimes institutional policy, determines the

ability to construct the site. Some software applications allow for flexibility and 
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Sample Course Guidelines for Graduate Level Courses:

Guidelines for online participation in The Search for Soul and Spirit in the

Workplace

Co-Instructors: Rena M. Palloff, Ph.D., and Keith Pratt, Ph.D.

“Attendance” and presence are required for this class. Students are ex-
pected to log on at a minimum of twice per week and are expected to post a
substantive contribution to the discussion at that time. Simply saying “hello”
or “I agree” is not considered a substantive contribution. Students must sup-
port their position or begin a new topic or add somehow to the discussion
when logging on.

Students cannot pass this class without participation in the online dis-
cussion.

Assignments, including case studies and papers, will be posted online. Stu-
dents will be asked to comment on and provide feedback to one another on
their work.

Although we strongly suggest that all issues, questions, and problems be
dealt with online, students can feel free to call the instructors regarding these
issues at any time.

Use good “netiquette” such as:

a. Check the discussion frequently and respond appropriately and on
subject.

b. Focus on one subject per message and use pertinent subject titles.

c. Capitalize words only to highlight a point or for titles—Capitalizing oth-
erwise is generally viewed as SHOUTING!

d. Be professional and careful with your online interaction.

e. Cite all quotes, references, and sources.

f. When posting a long message, it is generally considered courteous to
warn readers at the beginning of the message that it is a lengthy post.

g. It is considered extremely rude to forward someone else’s messages
without their permission.

h. It is fine to use humor, but use it carefully. The absence of face-to-face
cues can cause humor to be misinterpreted as criticism or flaming (angry,
antagonistic criticism). Feel free to use emoticons such as :) or ;) to let
others know that you’re being humorous.

Exhibit 7.3.
Online Course Guidelines.

(continued)
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Exhibit 7.3.
Online Course Guidelines. (continued)

Sample Guidelines for Undergraduate Level Course:
My expectations are quite simple. You have enrolled in a college course. The
purpose of the course is to expand your knowledge of computer programming.
The course will require you to spend time seeking information, evaluating that
information and sharing it with your professor and fellow students. I make the
following suggestions for completion of the course:

1. Log on to the course and read the assigned textbook reading for the cur-
rent module.

2. Complete all course work on time.
3. Log onto the course at least 3 times each week. The purpose is to get any

messages and participate in Discussion Topics.
4. Participate as much as possible in class discussion. No offensive terminology

(racist, sexist or ethnic slurs) are permitted or tolerated.
5. Each learning module of the course is preceded by a date. You should begin

this module by this date at the latest.
6. Ask for help when you have difficulty. Do not wait until you fall behind.
8. Submit ALL work prior to the deadlines.
9. Keep up to date on reading assignments.

10. Let me know when you have a problem. I can give you an extension if you
notify me ahead of time.

creativity on the part of the instructor; others are more limiting. As we discussed in

Chapter Five when we looked at technology, the amount of flexibility desired in

course construction should be one of many determining factors in choosing course

software.

Regardless of the software application used or the type of course taught, we rou-

tinely build the following elements into the course site:

• A welcome area, which includes a place for important announcements or ad-

ditional guidelines that emerge as the course progresses

• A social area or forum on the discussion board where group members can in-

teract on a personal level, apart from course material

• Course content areas, organized according to the way the syllabus was con-

structed (meaning either by week, topic, or readings)
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Exhibit 7.4.
Sample Instructor Expectations.

The following are two sets of sample instructor expectations:

WHAT YOU CAN EXPECT OF ME AS YOUR INSTRUCTOR:

1. I highly value instructor-learner communication. We can communicate via
my personal e-mail and telephone if you need to speak to me. To prevent
telephone tag, you may want to e-mail me for telephone appointments.
Generally, I can be reached by telephone most days. If I am away from the
phone, please leave a message and I will return your call as quickly as pos-
sible.

2. If at anytime you are dissatisfied, confused, or unclear about how the dis-
cussion is being facilitated, please contact me via e-mail. I will respond to
your inquiry within 48 hours, and we will work together to resolve the
identified issue. We will use the course discussion area as our primary place
of communication. In the event a private conversation is required, we will
utilize e-mail. I’ll get back to you usually within 24 – 48 hours; and if neces-
sary we can arrange a time to talk/chat/exchange ideas.

3. I do give myself one day off every weekend. So, if you post a message or
try to reach me on a Saturday, it is likely that I will not respond. I will re-
spond, however, within my 24–48 hour timeframe.

4. I will share my travel schedule with you all and will post any away times in
the Café area, which I call Rena’s Roadhouse. I do travel frequently as I
consult as well as teach, but I always travel with a laptop. There are rare
times where I have been unable to connect for a couple of days (i.e, very
slow dial-ups and travel outside of the US). When those occur, at the very
least I will post a message in the Roadhouse letting you know.

5. I do my utmost best to respond to assignments with feedback within a
week of receipt. Again, sometimes life and other work intervene in that,
but if it does, I’ll let you know.

6. I will treat all of you with collegial respect! I believe that you have as much
to contribute to this learning process as I do and I look forward to our ex-
change as colleagues.

7. I will provide a warm, fun course environment where we can have fun and
learn together!

(continued)
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WHAT STUDENTS CAN EXPECT OF ME:

I feel it is important for students to know what to expect of me:

1. I will maintain a positive learning environment for all students

2. Course materials will be prepared on time

3. I will return graded work in a timely fashion

4. I will treat all students fairly and with respect

5. I will encourage all students to truly learn the course material

6. I will encourage discussion and participation and will offer adequate time
for students to answer all questions

Exhibit 7.4.
Sample Instructor Expectations. (continued)

• An area or forum on the discussion board devoted to reflections on learning

and the course evaluation

• An area or forum for student questions

• A separate area for assignments and exams or for posting assignments as dis-

cussion items, depending on the course structure

We have found in working with faculty new to online learning, or who are ex-

perimenting with the inclusion of discussion or collaborative activity online, that

the organization of the discussion board can be something of a mystery that is dif-

ficult to comprehend. Given that the discussion board is the heart and soul of the

online course, constructing it in a well-organized fashion is critical. The following

example illustrates the concept of a well-constructed discussion board.

This example illustrates a course organized around weekly discussion topics,

following the organization of the readings for the course. In more structured

courses, such as courses in mathematic and scientific methods, the course might

be structured around the specific skill set to be learned in a given period. The syl-

labus example provided in Exhibit 7.2, taken from Computer Programming and
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Applications, illustrates this type of organization, and the discussion board should

parallel the organization of the course (Exhibit 7.5).

Regardless of the type of organization used, participants should be able to eas-

ily navigate the course based on the layout of the course site, which should reflect

the structure presented in the course syllabus. The course site and the ability to

navigate it with little or no difficulty should ease the burden of the participant who

is learning to use the technology while participating in the course. Consequently,

whatever limitations are present in the software must be taken into account in

course organization. The better the organization of the course site, the more easily

participants will be able to use the technology. The less the participants worry

about how to use the technology, the more likely they are to participate actively 

in the course. In simpler terms, the fewer mouse clicks required of students to 
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Exhibit 7.5.
Sample Discussion Board.
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complete a task, the more likely the task will be completed and completed well. We

now turn to more specific means of gaining student buy-in and participation.

IF YOU BUILD IT, WILL THEY COME?

Many instructors have expressed frustration because they cannot stimulate partic-

ipation in an online course. Some instructors have described courses in which stu-

dents communicated with the instructor but not with each other. Others have

described a complete absence of participation. We have discussed several strategies

for securing student buy-in (willingness to participate in an online course) and then

for securing ongoing participation as the course progresses. To summarize:

• Establish clear participation guidelines that the participants discuss and agree

to.

• Be clear about how participation will be assessed and how it figures into the

grading scheme for the class.

• Create a clear syllabus and course structure that is easy to follow but allows for

flexibility.

• Be clear about how much time is involved in participation in an online course

so there are no misunderstandings about what it means to work in this medium.

• Create a course site that is welcoming, easy to navigate, and to which there is

little difficulty posting messages.

• Be a good role model of online participation by being visible on a daily basis,

or at a minimum as much as is expected of learners.

• Be willing to step in and set limits if participation is waning or is heading in the

wrong direction.

• Be willing to make phone calls to people who are not participating to ask why

and to draw them back in.

• Most important, strive to create community through inclusion of the human el-

ements involved in the course.

A good place to start in implementing any of these techniques is to begin the

course with what we call “Week Zero.” Instead of jumping into course content at

the very start of the course, we start with ice breaker activities and introductions,

Building Online Learning Communities150

c07.qxd  5/28/07  1:40 PM  Page 150



and ask learners to post their own learning objectives for the course. Even if learn-

ers are taking the course because it is required, we ask them to discuss what they

hope to get from it beyond the credit for taking it. We also post our own expecta-

tions for the course, as well as what students can expect from us as their instruc-

tors. We find that spending the time during the first week to set the stage for the

course helps create the foundation of the learning community by encouraging

learners to connect with one another and with us as their instructors.

When working to draw participants in and keep them connected, it is impor-

tant to remember that real people are attached to those posted messages—people

who have lives as well as human needs and expectations. Be prepared to use humor

and inject fun into the process. We tell jokes and get students to laugh in a face-

to-face classroom; humor is just as valuable in an online setting. Take, for exam-

ple, the introduction to the online class, Human Behavior in the Management of

Organizations, taught by Arlene Hiss:

W E L C O M E  T O  O R G A N I Z A T I O N A L  B E H A V I O R

I hope that this will not only be a learning experience for you but will be

FUN in the process. If you need to talk to me, you will find me at my desk

during the day (Pacific Time). I’m usually teaching on-ground at night so

it is a bit harder to catch me in during the evening. However, I have an

answering machine and I will get back to you if I’m not in.

This course is going to cover such subject areas in organizational be-

havior as Theories of Motivation; Job Design; Group Behavior; Power, Pol-

itics, and Conflict; Leadership; Decision Making; Communication;

Performance Appraisal and Evaluation; Rewards; Organizational Design;

and Organizational Change, Employee Development, and Legal Issues

and Current Trends.

Now for the SECOND week. . . . Just kidding. How’s that for an action

packed six weeks? So, hang on to your hats, grab your PC’s and jump

right in.

Arlene’s welcome message is designed to draw students into the process and

make it appealing; it also conveys who she is. It helps develop interest in the class

while indicating the level of work that will be involved. Here are Arlene’s expecta-
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tions for participation, drawn from her course syllabus, also delivered clearly and

with humor and tact:

The student is expected to attend the virtual classroom at least 5 out of

7 days of each week. The standard is that an average participant should

“attend” class 5 of 7 days per week. This is measured by recording the

date of each entry you make to the system—whether it be a response to

one of the assignments, a comment on the work of another, or a ques-

tion to the group or to your faculty. An absence does not excuse the stu-

dent from the responsibility of participation, assigned work, and/or

testing. Students may be dropped for poor attendance after two consec-

utive weeks of absences are accumulated.

It is extremely important to generate and participate in class discus-

sion. The understanding and application of concepts is best reinforced by

“lessons learned” of others. You should strive to participate in the meet-

ing rooms and branches at least five out of every seven days. I would like

to see you comment on your classmates’ discussion questions, reports, and

lessons learned. Besides commenting on other students’ work, you will be

given a final overall participation grade of 10 points. All discussion ques-

tions, comments to each other, or just plain ‘ole rapping will be done in

the Virtual Classroom. The Virtual Classroom is your “student lounge” so

you should keep your “chatting” there. You may comment on each

other’s Reports, and Lessons Learned right in the same “Branch Meeting”

where it was sent and this should all be topic related. I will be the ob-

server/facilitator of this process and will be assessing your contributions

to the topic related discussions. From time to time I will interject com-

ments but for the most part, the discussions will be left to you. I will also

be throwing out some “goodies” that you can hash over. I send handouts

every day and you may comment on any of those. There will be plenty to

talk about so you don’t have to fear that you will run out of things to say.

I would also like to mention that it is our online policy that you log on

and *participate* 5 of the 7 days in the week minimum. Of course, since

you will be so excited about this class, more than likely you will be log-

ging on 7 of the 7 days;-). Remember that just logging on is not the same

as logging on and *participating*.

Building Online Learning Communities152
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This example also raises the issue of attendance. How does one account for at-

tendance in the online classroom? Many software applications allow an instructor

to track when and how often students log on. However, when that is not possible,

the only means of tracking attendance is by monitoring the number and frequency

of student posts on the course site. If a student logs on but posts nothing, his or

her presence is not accounted for. Consequently, it is extremely important that this

be clear to students from the outset. Some institutions are now requiring faculty

to submit attendance reports along with grade reports at the end of a term. Cre-

ating those reports for an online classroom can be difficult when participation is

low. When students are logging on and posting, however, accounting for atten-

dance becomes a much easier task.

FINAL THOUGHTS

This chapter has focused on the organization and development of an effective on-

line course. What follows are some guiding questions to allow you, the reader, to

consider the elements presented and apply them to the creation of a course of your

choosing. We also include what we look for as we evaluate effective online courses.

In the next chapter, we turn to another important element of participation: How

does an instructor facilitate the collaborative learning process that is so critical to

effective learning outcomes in this environment?

GUIDING QUESTIONS TO ASSIST IN BUILDING 
AN EFFECTIVE COURSE SYLLABUS

The following questions are designed to assist with the development of an effec-

tive online course. Remember that we are not talking about course or curriculum

conversion per se. Instead, this is an opportunity to reflect on teaching methods

and how those might need to change as a course is being designed for online de-

livery.

• What are the desired learning outcomes for this course? What do I want to ac-

complish?

• What criteria must be included, as dictated by the institution (for example, dis-

claimers and office hours)?
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• Are there any unique requirements that my students need to be aware of, such

as methods to assess progress, desired outcomes, guidelines for participation,

content, and context, or the need to be aware of good grammar and punctua-

tion?

• What guidelines, rules, roles, and norms do I want to establish up front and

stand firm on? Which can I be flexible about and negotiate? What do I let the

participants decide?

• How do I want to organize the course site? What are my options? How much

flexibility will I have based on the software available?

• How do I plan to assess the students? Are traditional means such as exams and

quizzes adequate and appropriate? Or do I need to consider collaborative as-

signments, case studies, essays, and online exercises?

• How do I address attendance requirements? Will I rely on the quantity, quality,

and frequency of postings, or simply the number of log-ons and postings?

• Do I want to establish “office hours” online? What times can I make myself

available and be able to respond quickly to student concerns, questions, and

ideas?

• Do I want to offer face-to-face tutoring sessions, meetings, focus groups, and

so forth? If so, what are the logistics of those?

EVALUATING AN EFFECTIVE ONLINE COURSE

In evaluating an effective course, we look for evidence of the following:

• Course fits with the curriculum

• Course is learner focused

• Accessibility

• Relevant content

• Collaborative activities, including case studies, small-group work, jigsaw activ-

ities, simulations, and rotated facilitation to stimulate critical thinking

• Interactivity

• Cohesiveness
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• Learning styles and culture are addressed by varied course activities and ap-

proach to the topic

• Clear instructions about course expectations and for completing assignments

• A reasonable load in terms of the amount of reading, posting, and e-mails re-

quired

• Use of technology that serves the learning objectives

• Web pages designed with one screen of text and graphics

• Limited use of audio and video and judicious use of synchronous media

• Use of introductions, profiles, and bios

• Use of ice breaker activities at the beginning of the course

• Use of experience-based exercises and activities

• Use of a social area in the course

• Clear guidelines for communication, including netiquette

• Clear expectations about posting requirements, timelines, and assignments

• Open-ended questions to stimulate discussion and encourage reflection

• Assessment and evaluation that is in alignment with learning objectives and

course content
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Promoting 
Collaborative Learning

Throughout this book, we have discussed the importance of col-

laboration in facilitating the development of a learning commu-

nity and in achieving the desired learning outcomes for the course.

Harasim (2005) notes that from the earliest explorations in online ed-

ucational theory and practice, collaborative learning has been the

most powerful principle of online course design and delivery. Col-

laborative effort helps learners achieve a deeper level of knowledge

generation while moving from independence to interdependence, thus

strengthening the foundation of the online learning community. We

believe that a cyclical relationship exists in online classes wherein col-

laborative activity supports the creation of community, and the pres-

ence of community supports the ability for collaborative activity to

occur successfully. Johnson and Johnson (2005), in their seminal

work, Joining Together, talk about positive group interdependence, an

element in both collaboration and community, which they state ex-

ists “when one perceives that one is linked with others in a way so that

one cannot succeed unless they do (and vice versa) and/or that one

must coordinate one’s efforts with the efforts of others to complete a

task” (p. 115). In other words, group members “sink or swim together”

(p. 115). Through this definition, Johnson and Johnson aptly describe

the very foundation of collaboration: when I succeed, we succeed.

c h a p t e r

E I G H T

�

c08.qxd  5/28/07  1:02 PM  Page 157



In their article, “Making Distance Learning Collaborative,” Christiansen and

Dirckinck-Holmfeld (1995) postulate that the development of collaborative skills

requires a means of study and an environment for study that “(a) lets a group of

students formulate a shared goal for their learning process, (b) allows the students

to use personal motivating problems/interests/experiences as springboards, (c)

takes dialogue as the fundamental way of inquiry” (p. 1). Jonassen and others

(1995) note that the collaboration in a constructivist classroom results not only in

personal meaning-making on the part of the individual student, but also creates a

container wherein social construction of knowledge and meaning can occur.

Brookfield (1996) contends that collaborative processes promote initiative on the

part of the learners, as well as creativity, critical thinking skills, and dialogue.

The online environment can be a lonely place. Students and faculty alike report

feelings of isolation when working online. The benefits of taking or teaching an

online class—the ability to connect any time and any place, from one’s bedroom

in pajamas and bunny slippers or from a library or computer lab—also can be a

detriment of sorts because, for the most part, the people with whom one interacts

are represented only by words on a screen. Collaborative activity can help allevi-

ate those feelings of isolation by purposefully connecting learners with one an-

other through various learning activities and promoting interdependence.

By learning together in a learning community, students have the opportunity

to extend and deepen their learning experience, test out new ideas by sharing

them with a supportive group, and receive critical and constructive feedback. The

likelihood of successful achievement of learning objectives and achieving course

competencies increases through collaborative engagement. Conrad and Donald-

son (2004) state, “[The] collaborative acquisition of knowledge is one key to the

success of creating an online learning environment. Activities that require stu-

dent interaction and encourage a sharing of ideas promote a deeper level of

thought” (p. 5).

In this chapter, we further explore the concept of collaboration by suggesting

ways to promote it. The skills necessary to promote collaboration are not neces-

sarily imparted to us during our academic preparation, which takes place for the

most part in classrooms promoting independent work. The skills of interdepend-

ence must be developed and taught through a process of active learning. Let us

now explore the applications of these skills to the distance learning arena.
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FORMULATING A SHARED GOAL FOR LEARNING

An important element of community, whether it is face-to-face or online, is the

development of shared goals. Clearly, in the online classroom, those goals should

relate to the learning process. An instructor can use a number of techniques to

move students in the direction of embracing a shared goal, beginning with the ne-

gotiation of guidelines early in the course and continuing through an end-of-

course evaluation of how well those goals were met. Beginning an online course

with a discussion of learning objectives and working toward a common goal creates

not only the foundation of that learning community, but also is the first step to-

ward collaboration. If students are clear from the beginning of the course that

“we’re all in this together,” then incorporating collaborative activity into the course

happens much more easily. The following is a discussion of techniques that can be

used, along with specific examples.

Negotiating Guidelines
We cannot assume, as instructors, that our students will simply understand why

collaboration is important or how it fits into their online course. Often, students

express resistance to participating in collaborative exercises because of past nega-

tive experiences wherein other students did not share the load, it was difficult to

connect with one another across time zones, or because of the amount of work

collaborative activity entails. Consequently, in setting the stage for collaborative

work, the instructor can ease the degree of resistance in the group by simply ex-

plaining why the activity is occurring and how it contributes to learning objectives

for the course. In addition, including expectations for collaboration in the guide-

lines for the course can assist students in understanding how the course will pro-

ceed. We have discussed the importance of engaging the group in discussion of the

guidelines posted by the instructor at the beginning of the course. Through the

negotiation process with one another, the group members form a contract for their

learning. Should a team member not fulfill that agreement, it then becomes the

responsibility of the instructor to follow up with that learner and remind him or

her of the agreed-upon responsibilities and tasks.

But what form does that negotiation take? What does it look like? The following

is an example of what we have been describing as the negotiation of guidelines.
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This online discussion took place in a graduate-level course in management and

organizational behavior. It related to the discussion forums that had been created

for the course and whether to separate our reflections on online learning into a

separate discussion. One of us began the discussion by stating:

Maybe what would be a good adjunct to our learning would be to cre-

ate a separate discussion item to process the learning experience as it

happens—not the discussion of the books, but how we’re experiencing

this online component of the course. Is anyone game for this?? If so, I’ll

gladly create the item. But I’ll wait to see if people think this is worth-

while. Rena

A student replied as follows:

I think that you are right on target, Rena, suggesting that we share our

experience, feelings, and process. How we do that is up to everyone. Last

quarter people complained that there were too many folders and they

wanted to limit them. Perhaps now—as experienced cyberspace journey-

ers—that is different . . . ? I can go either way with it. If we don’t do that,

I would encourage everyone to feel free to add bits of their process and

their selves to our content discussion. Or, perhaps you could delegate

some time at each monthly session to process. Again, you are getting a

sense of me, I try to interelate things all of the time. I think that you are

raising issues that arise in business. How do we create an environment

that invites our staff to have a space to discuss their process, feelings, and

issues? We get so immersed in task management that this (important)

piece is often not tended to. Judie

Judie, Strange that you bring up the subject of “task management” vs

“people/process management”, that is the basis for Fiedler’s theory of

leadership and also part of a discussion that is continuing in my OB class

now. How often we forget that there may be a time, place and situation

that warrants one style or another. We often try to reach such a balance,

but is it needed all the time?? Keith

As far as another place to chat, Rena runs a very tight ship and I think

there would be room for one more section for that purpose. My only con-

cern is that fatigue will get the best of us and the chat section will fall by
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the way side. Possibly making timely communication a bit uncertain. 

Tonia

I’m amazed that every time I join this conversation, more wonderful in-

sights have been shared and there’s more to think about. I agree with

both Judie and Keith that there’s time for balance and there are times

when balance be damned contingent on the situation–thank you,

Fiedler!! I also hear Tonia’s concern that if I create an additional item, will

people feel like they have the time to use it?? Or. . . . we could just con-

tinue the conversation about process here along with task whenever

that’s appropriate. Obviously, I’m open to whatever!!! Rena

I think it would be interesting to have a special item to discuss online

learning, although I see Tonia’s point that it could be a bit too much.

Maybe we could give it a shot and if it doesn’t fly we will let it land where

it will???  Cindy

Well let’s try one more section. It seems this is a lively group. Will the ad-

dition be for online comments or other random friendly stuff? Tonia

How about an item for both reflections on our online learning as well as

other friendly stuff. I’ll create the item just like that and we’ll see where

it goes. We can also take time out of both of our next two f–2–f meetings

to process our online learning. Rena

It is difficult to imagine a conversation like this one—about how to organize

and contain the learning process—occurring in a face-to-face classroom. Although

some may find this type of discussion tedious, it does not detract from the learn-

ing process; it contributes to it positively. The discussion allows participants to take

responsibility for how they will engage with the course and come to shared agree-

ment about how they will interact with each other. This creates the first step in

moving toward greater collaboration in learning.

Posting Introductions and Learning Expectations
As we discussed in the previous chapter, it is important to begin the course with

introductions. Students should be able to introduce themselves and get to know

each other. Barkley, Cross, and Major (2005) suggest that an effective way to pro-

mote student introductions is through ice-breaker activities. Structured activities
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designed to help students greet and get to know one another, ice breakers are fun

and a good way to ease the tension and anxiety that often accompany the start of a

class. However, to achieve collaborative learning, an important addition to the process

of getting to know each other is the sharing of expectations for the course. This is

the one time in the course in which it is appropriate for the instructor to comment on

every student post. The purpose of this is to encourage interaction among the learn-

ers and to welcome each learner as they “enter” the class. The following are the ex-

pectations shared by the same group studying management and organizational

behavior. The discussion begins with the instructor modeling the process.

My hopes and expectations for this course are that we will engage in

lively discussion about the topics of management and organizational be-

havior. I have chosen readings that I hope will spark this discussion and

broaden our perspectives on these topics. My role in this, as I see it, is to

act as a facilitator but not a director. I hope to see each of you taking a

great deal of responsibility for making this course work. I am happy to

share from my personal experience as appropriate, but I clearly don’t

want to impose that on all of you. Hopefully, you will all share your per-

sonal experiences in this area as well. —Rena

My expectations and hopes for this class are that I would like to get more

understanding of the theory and skills and knowledge through the dis-

cussion about the topics regarding Organization and Management. Also

I’m interested in business organization consulting, so I’d like to share

some information relating this with classmates. And one of my problems,

it’s my responsibility, English is not my native language so I’m still strug-

gling with learning English. I’ll try hard but everyone’s consideration will

be appreciate regarding this matters in advance. —Soomo

I am very interested in learning about various models of organizational

management. I plan to eventually start my own company and would like

it to be a sustainable organization and I therefore feel that this class will

be very useful for me. I am very pleased to have met you all and I am

looking forward to spending the next quarter with you. —Cindy

I’m hoping to learn about Management in this course. For me it has been

one of those oft bandied big words I’ve heard about a lot but never re-

ally known what it meant. —Jennifer
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I am really excited about expanding my understanding of management

styles and theories so I can act in a meaningful way in the future. Thanks

to all for your interesting personal info. I love biographies.  Tonia

Asking participants to comment on expectations gives the instructor a process

check, a means by which to determine whether or not everyone is beginning this

journey from approximately the same starting point. If congruence in expectations

does not exist, this does not necessarily signify a problem. Instead, it allows the in-

structor an additional opportunity for negotiation. Given that we are creating and

facilitating a learner-focused process, it may be the instructor whose expectations

need to shift to correspond more closely to the needs of the learners. If conflict re-

sults from these negotiations, again this is not a problem. The handling and work-

ing through of that conflict can move the group closer to congruence in its

expectations. The more closely we can achieve congruence in the area of expecta-

tions, the more likely it is that a collaborative learning process will be the result.

What is being created at this juncture is a contract for learning; the process of con-

tracting includes negotiation.

Another means by which expectations can be negotiated is through the use of

team charters. The use of team charters or agreements has been noted to be of sig-

nificant importance in promoting learner satisfaction with collaborative learning

experiences online (Doran, 2001). A team charter serves as an agreement or con-

tract between members, outlining how they will interact together, determining the

roles each member will play in the collaborative activity, and creating benchmarks

and deadlines for the completion and submission of collaborative work. Gener-

ally speaking, it is a good idea to assign the completion of a team charter early in a

course in which collaborative group work will be used, or at least as soon as groups

are formed, so that it can serve to guide the activities of the group.

Encouraging Comment on Introductions
Frequently, students post their introductions and simply move on with the course.

We have had the experience, however, of students feeling unrecognized when that

happens. Our first encounter with this confused and surprised us. We were facili-

tating our first online course. Initially, ten participants posted introductions to the

group, but one participant disappeared immediately thereafter. She rejoined the

group later in the course, explaining that her absence had been due to the lack of

comment on her introduction. She felt that she had shared quite a bit of herself
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and was hurt that none of the other group members had commented on any as-

pect of what she had written. We have learned from that experience and have since

begun to model a way to respond to student introductions, which encourages other

participants to do the same.

Not only does this practice enable students to begin opening up to each other

but it also begins creating a safe space in which they can interact. We have discussed

the importance of social presence, and in Chapter Five we discussed the relation-

ships that develop between the students and the instructor and among partici-

pants, as well as with the machine. The posting of an introduction is the first step

in developing social presence by revealing who one is to the remainder of the

group. Because participants feel more comfortable revealing parts of themselves

online that they might not reveal elsewhere, it is critical that they feel acknowl-

edged so they can continue to do that safely throughout the duration of the course.

This is the first point of connection—the point at which these important rela-

tionships begin to develop.

The following are a few brief examples of the type of acknowledgment that can

be helpful. They are taken out of context and are not meant to represent the

threads of a conversation.

As I suspected, I’m learning more about all of you than we had time for

in our face-to-face meeting. I’m impressed with the scope of your previ-

ous experiences and look forward to seeing you apply them as we discuss

the readings in this class! Rena

Welcome Keith! I don’t know Jim from Florence, but we will have to talk

sometime to see if we have any acquaintances in common. I actually

didn’t grow up in Florence, (it was just Home Base) since my father was a

career Army Officer. As you probably guessed, being from Columbus, he

was stationed at Fort Benning several times during his career. I went to

the 4th grade in Columbus! Julie

That was deep! I’m so glad you’re joining us, Joyce! Jennifer

All of us need acknowledgment and to feel welcomed into a new situation. The

promotion of human connection allows students to begin forming the relation-

ships that are the basis for collaborative learning. The excerpts of dialogue pre-

sented illustrate attempts to reach out to one another and connect. They indicate
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that this group is at the formative stage—a fragile stage where acknowledgment of

contributions is particularly crucial.

Forming Teams and Posting Guidelines for Their Performance
Another means by which to deliberately promote collaboration in the online class-

room is to create teams for the purpose of small-group discussion, completion of

group assignments, and engagement in small-group activities and simulations.

This can be particularly useful when working with a large group or when a group

needs an extra push in working collaboratively. Teams can be formed by the in-

structor or through a directive to the group to form teams of their choosing. The

latter option can be time consuming and may result in teams that lack hetero-

geneity. Therefore, it is advisable to provide some guidance to students in team

formation and to establish a deadline by which the group must form itself into

teams or lose the element of choice. If students have the option of meeting face-

to-face, the formation of teams may optimally occur in that setting. We have found

that team formation can be difficult in the asynchronous online environment be-

cause potential team members are logging on at their convenience and may not

receive or respond to a request to join a team immediately. Enough time, along

with encouragement and reminders from the instructor, can help students move

beyond this barrier.

When teams are formed, it is important to post guidelines and expectations for

the performance of that team; it is also important to encourage the teams to ne-

gotiate their own set of expectations, thus creating their team charter.

In order to make group work successful, all group members must agree to abide

by norms established by the group. In our book Collaborating Online (2005), we

shared a few simple guidelines for the creation of team charters that work well to

get students started:

As your group is forming, please reach consensus on the following

items and post your group’s charter to the main discussion board:

• How will your group identify itself? (Your group may choose a

name under which to function.)

• How will the group communicate? (For example, through the dis-

cussion board, e-mail, virtual classroom, phone, or a combination

of methods?)
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• What day during the week will the discussion begin?

• How quickly should group members be expected to respond to

emails or discussion board postings? (For example, within 12 hours,

within 1 day, etc.)

• What role or duties will each person in the group perform? (Possi-

ble roles include: initiator, secretary, liaison to the instructor, mo-

tivator, organizer, etc.)

• Who is responsible for posting group responses to the main dis-

cussion board?

• How will the group handle a member that is not participating?

• Discuss any other topics that are unique to your group.

The team’s response to these questions can form the beginning of their first col-

laborative assignment and guide how they work together in the future. How that

team should connect and relate to the overall learning goals of the class should also

be posted. The following is an example of guidelines that were posted by one of us

in an undergraduate class in organizational behavior.

1. Each team will designate/elect/appoint a team coordinator/leader.

2. The leader will remain the same throughout the course unless re-

placed by a majority vote of the team or by the professor.

3. The team leader may make a decision unless overruled by a majority.

4. Any project assigned to the team will receive a grade that applies to

every member of that group.

5. The team leader will have the final authority to modify any team

member’s grade up or down (except for his/her own).

6. The instructor will have the final say in all cases where the team

cannot reach a decision.

Embedded in these guidelines is an expectation that team members will evalu-

ate each other’s work, participation, and contribution to the collaborative prod-

uct that ensues from their work together. Some writers in the area of collaborative

education have argued that this practice instills a sense of competition in the group
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rather than cooperation (Felder and Brent, 1994). However, we have found that in

the online environment, when students may not be in contact except through that

course, this can serve as an incentive to promote collaboration as well as to equal-

ize the workload involved. Team self-evaluation may also promote the desire to be-

come part of an actively working team.

PROBLEMS, INTERESTS, AND EXPERIENCES 
AS SPRINGBOARDS FOR LEARNING

To actively engage learners in the online learning process and facilitate the mean-

ing-making that is a part of the constructivist approach through which this learn-

ing occurs, the content of the course should be embedded in everyday life. The

more that participants can relate their life experience and what they already know

to the context of the online classroom, the deeper their understanding will be of

what they learn. The process of connecting the learning gained from everyday life

to the learning of the course not only creates a deeper sense of meaning for the

participants but it validates them as people who possess knowledge and who can

apply what they know in other contexts.

As we consider collaborative approaches, it makes sense for participants to con-

nect around shared problems, interests, and experiences. The instructor can use

group exercises and simulations to encourage connections; using questions that

relate to the lives of the participants outside the classroom is useful. Connection

can also occur naturally as the discussion evolves. In the next section, we examine

approaches through which collaboration can be facilitated in online learning.

Encouraging a Search for Real-Life Examples
The types of questions asked to kick off the discussion of a topic within a course

can encourage students to bring their life experiences into the classroom. Also, we

often ask students to reflect on what they see happening in the online classroom.

When we ask students to process the work of the online group as they see it oc-

curring, the same purpose can be served. Here are some examples of questions:

• As we consider the topic of leadership, think of someone who you feel displays

good leadership qualities. Describe those qualities, and tell us why you think

this person is a good leader.
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• What phase of group development would you say our group is displaying? How

would that be different (or would it?) if we were meeting face-to-face?

• Based on this experience, what do you feel are the issues involved with the de-

velopment of distributed teams (that is, teams in which the members are phys-

ically separated and do their work using e-mail, teleconferencing, computer chat

sessions, and so forth)?

• Describe an organization with which you have had experience where you feel

that power and politics played a significant role. How were you affected by those

issues?

• How have you been affected psychologically, socially, physically, and spiritually

by your participation in this course? What changes have you noticed?

• What do you see as the organizational structure of our university? How would

you recommend its restructuring?

Asking such questions helps create an environment in which participants feel

safe in bringing material of a more personal nature. We find that by modeling the

use of real situations or by asking students to comment on a situation they share

in common outside the classroom, they begin to work collaboratively on the so-

lutions to other problems and situations they face throughout the course.

Developing Assignments Related to Real-Life Situations
Creating small-group assignments that deal with real-life situations is another

means to achieve the same goal. These assignments can take the form of a prob-

lem the group is asked to solve together, the preparation and writing of a collab-

orative paper, or the completion of a simulation that can be processed with the

larger group. The following are a few group assignments that we have used to pro-

mote collaborative work in our online classes:

A S S I G N M E N T  F O R  G R A D U A T E  L E V E L  
C L A S S  I N  M A N A G E M E N T  A N D  
O R G A N I Z A T I O N A L  B E H A V I O R

You have all been asked to read the case study entitled, “Sunnyvale Youth

Center,” which was distributed in our face-to-face session. Once you have
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read it, begin an e-mail discussion with the partner you chose in class re-

garding the case. Your task is to come to consensus on the issues involved

in the case and to present your thoughts and suggestions regarding the

case to the large group during next week’s discussion. Your team’s posi-

tion should take the form of a one to two page position paper which you

will post to the course site. Each dyad should then comment on at least

one other team’s post.

A S S I G N M E N T  F O R  U N D E R G R A D U A T E  L E V E L
C L A S S  I N  O R G A N I Z A T I O N A L  B E H A V I O R

Doing Business in the GOOD OLE USA!!!!

Utilizing any resources you can (preferably the Internet) find a company

from a country outside the U.S. that has a branch or subsidiary in the U.S.

and do a one-page report/paper on the significance of that company. This

is your first team project, so remember it will be graded. Guidelines for

team grading will be posted tonight.

S I M U L A T I O N  F O R  G R A D U A T E  L E V E L  
C O U R S E  I N  A D D I C T I O N  S T U D I E S

You have been formed into treatment teams consisting of 5 people. Each

team will be given two actual cases, one adult and one adolescent, to

work with. The material you will receive is an intake assessment com-

pleted at the time of admission to a treatment program. I will be posting

your case material to your team on the course site. Once you have com-

pleted the work outlined below, submit the forms to me in the area for

that purpose on the discussion board. We will discuss the outcome next

week. Feel free to contact me with any questions.

Your team is expected to do the following with the case material pro-

vided within one week:

a) Come to consensus about the level of care at which you are working

(outpatient or inpatient).
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b) Complete a collaborative problem list outlining the issues this client

is facing in treatment. The form to use is included in the case mate-

rial you have received. Please submit only one form per team.

c) Complete an initial treatment plan based on the problem list you

have generated. Please refer to your previous reading material on

formulating goals, objectives, and action plans to assist you with

this portion of the assignment. Again, you have received the form

to use with your materials. Please submit only one form per team.

It is assumed that as groups work through collaborative assignments, they are

likely to encounter conflict as they form a subgroup of the larger class group. Once

again, working through this conflict assists with the learning process. If a group

becomes stalled as the result of the conflict, the instructor needs to act as media-

tor to assist the group in moving through the problem and reaching a solution. In

addition, as the results of collaborative assignments are fed back to the larger

group, a discussion of the process each of the smaller groups went through can be

helpful to the rest of the group in learning about how to work collaboratively.

DIALOGUE AS INQUIRY

When students engage in discussions with each other rather than with the in-

structor, the possibilities for collaboration grow significantly. Brookfield and

Preskill (2005) state:

If the conditions for democratic, critical discussion are carefully cre-

ated and respected, students can end up learning collaborative habits.

They learn to listen respectfully and attentively to each person’s con-

tributions to the group. Through valuing devil’s advocacy and critical

analysis, they learn to reduce the tendency toward groupthink whereby

certain ideas come to be regarded as off limits, sacred, unchallenge-

able. They learn to create spaces in which everyone’s efforts are recog-

nized. They learn that being a productive group member is not the

same as directing everybody else or speaking all the time. . . . Learning

to do these things is crucial if students are to work well in collabora-

tion. [p. 33]
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It is important for the instructor to be able to facilitate this dialogue without

dominating it, so as to allow for a “volley of views.” This can be done in several

ways. First, instructors, as well as participants, must learn and develop the art of

asking expansive questions. Next, the responsibility for the facilitation of discus-

sion can be shared among the participants. And last, students should be encour-

aged—even required—to provide constructive feedback to one another throughout

the course. The sharing of this responsibility among the participants is one way in-

structors learn to stretch their facilitative skills and increase their learner-centered

focus. Rather than being at the forefront of the discussion, the instructor is an equal

player, acting only as a gentle guide. This is a new skill for many instructors. There-

fore, as we develop our abilities in this area, we grow as instructors, just as our stu-

dents grow as learners. Brookfield and Preskill (2005) state that collaboration can

become addictive: the more successful students are at collaborating, the more they

will seek it out. Therefore, promoting good, collaborative discussion can assist them

in developing an appreciation for other forms of collaborative work.

ENCOURAGING EXPANSIVE QUESTIONING

Questions posed in the online environment need to be the jumping-off point of a

discussion promoting deep exploration of a topic and the development of critical-

thinking skills. There are no right or wrong answers to these questions. They serve

only to stimulate thinking and are a means by which to tackle what may be a large

body of knowledge. The instructor in an online course needs to model this form

of questioning so that students can learn to ask them of each other. A measure of

whether a question has achieved these goals is the level of discussion and partici-

pation it creates. For example, if an instructor asks, “List three critical factors in-

volved in team-building,” what students will post are lists of three things but

probably not much more, whereas asking, “Based on your reading and research,

what do you see as the critical elements in team building? Please defend your po-

sition based on the reading,” is much more likely to promote substantive responses

from students.

Poor or minimal response to a question indicates that it has not done the job

of stimulating a level of thinking that excites the learners and compels them to re-

spond. An instructor who is closely monitoring a discussion can jump in with 

Promoting Collaborative Learning 171

c08.qxd  5/28/07  1:03 PM  Page 171



another question when this occurs, thereby expanding the level of thinking on the

original question. What is important is to provide a kernel or a nugget of a ques-

tion that serves to begin a dialogue and empowers students to pursue the issue 

at hand.

When students become excited by the learning that expansive questions create,

they can become adept at asking the same types of questions themselves. This

serves to propel the learning of all involved to much higher levels. The following

excerpts of dialogue are examples of where students can take a discussion by ask-

ing questions of the other participants. This first one was posted to a discussion

about leadership:

It seems that mass media is quick to pounce on any story that could sell

newspaper, magazines, or raise television ratings. My question is, if there

was mass media in the early years of the country (Washington’s term for

instance), do you think today we would have a different view of our

founding fathers? Also do you think it would be better for the American

people to not know every aspect of the president’s personal life? Some-

how I bet that the first presidents did some questionable things in their

lives. What do you think? Jason

The following was the first post to a discussion of “The Search for Soul and

Spirit in the Workplace” in a course of the same name:

I had occasion to watch “Jerry Maguire” with Tom Cruise last nite on

Showtime with some of my family members. Did anyone else see it then

or previously? I couldn’t help but think of how the protagonist tried to

infuse meaning into his job and the result was that he was fired. Like Bol-

man and Deal [2001] portrayed in “Leading with Soul”, – leading means

giving – and when you give, you run the risk of your gift getting rejected,

and unfortunately sometimes, “you” along with it. I thought the movie

provided food for thought and some interesting discussion related to soul

and spirit issues in the work place. Has anyone else experienced this in

their work? Sandra

These posts not only illustrate good thinking and questioning but also they

bring the outside world into the online classroom. As we previously mentioned,

the more we can do that, the more likely we are to stimulate the kind of interest in
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the course material that will expand the level of thinking and exploration occur-

ring. Additionally, the posts illustrate the means by which one student can en-

courage others to work with him or her by opening themselves to possible

challenge as well as support. This is the essence of collaborative work.

SHARING RESPONSIBILITY FOR FACILITATION

Because an active learning process is a desired outcome of distance learning, one

way to ensure active participation is to share the responsibility for facilitation with

the participants. Usually this is accomplished by assigning students responsibility

for leading a portion of the discussion. The assignment can be made on the basis

of a student having expressed interest in a particular topic or a rotation of pre-

sentations to the group by individual members, or roles can be rotated through-

out the duration of the course. For example, participants may be assigned dates by

which to post a paper. The other members of the group would have the responsi-

bility for reading that paper and posting feedback and a response. Or one partici-

pant might be asked to lead the discussion while another acts as an observer and

commentator on the process; yet another may record and summarize the process.

If teams are assigned within the context of the larger group, these roles can be es-

tablished and remain fixed throughout the duration of the course, or they may be

rotated. The roles that students might take in an online course include:

• Facilitator of the discussion

• Process observer, commenting on group dynamics

• Content commentator, summarizing the group’s learning over the previous week

• Team leader, with or without the additional responsibility of evaluating the

work of the other members

• Presenter on a particular topic, book, or area of interest

In addition, all students are responsible for providing feedback to each other—

a topic we explore in more detail in the next section of this chapter.

The following are examples of the ways students kicked off discussion in a grad-

uate-level class on management and organizational behavior. The facilitation as-

signments were based on students’ expressed interest in the books assigned 

for reading and discussion. Julie begins the discussion on Bolman and Deal’s 
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Reframing Organizations (2003):

For those of you who were able to get the book, I hope you have gained

as much from the reading as I have. I would like to start the discussion

with some feedback on what you are learning, what impact your reading

has had on you, and which areas seem to resonate with you the most. I

was particularly interested in the evolution of varied theories about how

organizations work, and the authors’ approach on consolidating these

theories into the four frames. I agree, from my own experience, that a

wise manager or leader will need to be able to pull from many theories

or perspectives in order to be effective. Every management situation has

a different twist to it and calls for a different combination of tools. The

four frames discussed in the book offer a solid set of tools for under-

standing organizations. On page 19, the authors state that “an artist re-

frames the world to help us see new possibilities.” They also say that

“modern organizations rely too much on engineering and too little on

art in their effort to foster such attributes as quality, commitment, and

creativity.” I agree wholeheartedly with these statements and cannot help

but respond with a great big WHY?? I watched, at my most recent place

of employment, how employee morale and spirit was crushed under the

“leadership” of the bright, young engineering type who was given total

authority by upper management to “manage” half of the company. This

engineer had no understanding of how people think, feel, or create, and

upper management seemed to think he was doing a great job. I heard

just last week that this plant is currently in the process of being shut

down. I would have liked to have the opportunity to work as a consult-

ant with this company to help them reframe, to see what was really going

on within the company. I probably would have started with the Human

Resource Frame, since this one especially resonates with my own think-

ing. I agree with Argyris and McGregor that when employees are unpro-

ductive, it is the direct result of the inability or unwillingness of

management to provide an environment that nurtures the needs of the

employees. What do you think everyone?

Tonia begins the discussion on Morgan’s Images of Organization (2006):

I am pleased with this book. It is open minded, interesting and thought

provoking. It is invaluable for me, as a student to be assigned a book like
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Morgan’s Images of Organization. This is so because the scope of discus-

sion is broad and easy to read. Some of the books we’ve been assigned

in the program have been a bit trying to say the least. Usually I’m glad to

glean whatever I can, but in this case I give thanks to Rena for introducing

this book because I think it’s substantial and we’ll be well off for reading

it. Having found myself bogged down and confused in the past within my

real estate organization. . . . Uncertain how to get a handle on the total

chaos surrounding me, I am greatly comforted to finally see that the com-

pany was very mechanistic. There were two of us who were trying with

all of our might, to figure out how to create an open system environ-

ment. Unfortunately, neither of us had the training to be able to recog-

nize clearly what was happening . . . and what we were trying to do . . .

anyone else been that confused? Luggage in hand with a ticket to quag-

mire? It is really empowering as Judie said in the last section, to know

where WE are coming from first. That way we have a chance of getting

past the filmy walls. I appreciated the discussion on contingency theory.

This appeals to me personally as well as professionally because I think the

need to control in a traditional sense is ultimately a dead end. Steel can

be inflexible but humans?

Cindy begins the discussion on Janov’s The Inventive Organization (1994):

I thought it would be interesting to begin our discussion of Janov’s book

around the subject of systems thinking. I thought this would be rich be-

cause it is one of our core program philosophies, it has been discussed in

all of our books and many of us were in the Systems class last quarter.

Janov states; “This increased turbulence [within organizations] will result

in an increased need to think systematically about how our individual re-

alities are mirrored in society and vice versa. We will be challenged to see

the connection between individual actions and collective outcomes and,

thereby, we will be challenged to create more interdependence rather

than more independence-to find our common cause and not just recog-

nize and respect our diversity. Janov p.367 Janov speaks about relation-

ships as being key to inventive organizations, which again relates to

interdependence/systems thinking. Her reflection that we need to “cre-

ate more interdependence rather that more independence” is just so darn

un-American. I have argued this point with many a person who tells me
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that at the core people are selfish and they care more about indepen-

dence/the individual than they do about interdependence/the collective.

Is it possible to create/inspire a systemic paradigm within a culture that

has prided itself on its rugged individual paradigm? I wonder what all of

your thoughts and reflections are on this in relation to your experiences

and feelings, and Janov’s thinking around this. How do we create a sys-

temic paradigm? Is finding a common cause and respecting diversity

enough to create interdependence? Have any of you worked with or for

an Inventive Organization? If so what influence did it have on you as an

individual and how did it inspire the culture of the organization? If you

have not worked for an Inventive Organization, what was it about the

organization/s you have worked for that related to one/some of the as-

pects of the Frameworks for Inventive Organizations (p.96 etc.)? We will

start here and see where it goes-I hope to “see” you all soon. . . .

In order for the facilitative role to be successfully shared, an instructor must be

willing to give up control of the direction—even the content of the discussion—

and act as a participating member, allowing the students to take the discussion

wherever it might go. Certainly, if the discussion is straying too far from course

objectives, the instructor should step in to set gentle limits and redirect the flow.

However, for the most part, the instructor must control the urge to lead and be-

come more like a follower, thus engaging in the type of collaborative work we have

been discussing.

PROMOTING FEEDBACK

An important element that should be built into an online course is the expecta-

tion that students will provide constructive and thoughtful feedback to each other.

This may occur as part of an ongoing discussion or specifically related to the work

submitted in fulfillment of the course requirements. The ability to give meaning-

ful feedback, which helps others think about the work they have produced, is not

a naturally acquired skill. It must be taught, modeled, and encouraged by the in-

structor. Students tend to give feedback that does not promote collaboration or

enhanced learning. It is not uncommon to see students respond with “Good job”

or “I agree with you” as their initial attempts at providing feedback. Therefore, the
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expectation of substantive feedback should be built into the course. Once again,

this should be delineated in the guidelines posted at the beginning of the course

and discussed and negotiated by all participants. If students “forget” about this re-

sponsibility, the instructor should gently remind them. In addition, providing ex-

amples of what substantive feedback looks like can assist the student who is new

to online learning in meeting this expectation.

Because this is a new experience for many students, providing substantive feed-

back can be a source of conflict; the instructor may need to act as mediator and to

reassure students that the feedback is on their ideas and presentation and is not to

be taken personally. In one of our early online courses exploring systems theory,

one student wrote a paper about family systems, which was posted to the course

site for comment and discussion. Another student, who worked as a family thera-

pist, took issue with some of the material in the paper. The writer became upset

and felt as if a bond of friendship had been violated by the feedback she received.

We stepped in and talked about good feedback and encouraged the students to

work this out “in public,” so to speak. The students were both able to expand on

the points they were attempting to make, creating not only a broader understand-

ing of the theories being studied for all participants but an understanding of how

to resolve conflict online as well. Take the following exchange between two stu-

dents as evidence of increasing competence with the art of giving good feedback:

Stephanie,

I don’t know if this is really a problem of resistance. What/where do you

think the resistance is? I think you lay out some pretty clear deficiencies

in the operation.

“The people in charge of change must develop a clear vision of an al-

tered and improved future” (Luecke, 2003, p. 36). Sounds like there is a

vision “become profitable ahead of schedule” but the next step is to de-

velop the requirements to achieve it.

Leadership and skill training would probably help the supervisors. The

supervisors spend a lot of time fixing problems. A goal for the organiza-

tion should be to eliminate the problems. A training program for the line

workers would be helpful. Assuming the supervisors are technically com-

petent they could fill the role of mentors for the line workers. One of

their primary responsibilities as mentors should be to provide on the spot
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training. The supervisors should be subject matter experts for all aspects

of the line work environment.

The supervisors could conduct a double-loop (Morgan, 2006, p. 84–87)

learning session, or After Action Report to find out from the line workers

what the problems are. The supervisors could facilitate brainstorming

sessions for the line workers. The goal would be to identify solutions to

the problems/inefficiencies and create an implementation plan. “The im-

plementation plan is part of the solution, and shouldn’t be imposed on

the people asked to push it forward. If the implementers and the other

people affected by the change are involved in making the plan, they’ll

be more enthusiastic in supporting the initiative” (Luecke, 2003, p.

54–55).

I’m assuming the line workers will identify a lack of training as one of

the cause of quality control. An internal/external training program would

be helpful. If portions of the training can be performed in a classroom

setting that would be good. I’m assuming most of the training will hap-

pen on the job. Have the best most influential line workers design an on

the job training program. The supervisors could help with the develop-

ment of the program. Create a certified OJT Trainer/train-the-trainer pro-

gram. That will give the line workers something to strive towards.

Additionally, pay certified trainers a little more. Give them a financial re-

ward for working harder and making the operation run better.

The mere mention of line production brings Deming’s 14 points

(Wikipedia, 2006) to mind. It may be prudent to institute a quality con-

trol program managed by the lead OJT. From the scenario it sounds like

personnel problems, staffing and attendance issues will fade away as line

workers take control of the line problems. Robert
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Hi Robert:

Where I see resistance is in the first generation of managers. I was specif-
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ically brought on board to educate and shape the leaders and to help cre-

ate and manage change in order to grow the organization. At this point

in time, I am the only manager who is not part of the founding group –

I am second generation. However, within another month, 2 more man-

agers will come on board to join me, both bringing additional technical

expertise to the plant and who can also observe the organizational cul-

ture with a fresh perspective and make positive changes and work toward

plant goals with me. The plant is in the middle of big changes (see my

comments above to Kim) as well as in transition from the two founding

leaders to a newly promoted direction of operations. These big changes

will propel the pace of culture change, which has slowed under the

founding managers. Issues concerning the hourly employee base are now

coming out into the open (failure to continuously train, poor hiring de-

cisions, failure to embed corporate values, supervisor neglect, worker in-

juries, etc.) and so I am working with the individual managers to help

them see the gap between their beliefs and their practices and to criti-

cally look at the results they are getting.

You are correct that we need to lay out an action plan on how the

plant is going to become profitable ahead of schedule as well as more ex-

plicitly set out the expectations for the supervisors. I am in the process of

working with the supervisors to identify their non-value added work and

to get other clerical resources to perform those administrative tasks. Your

thoughts on mentoring requirements, small group learning and problem-

solving are good suggestions. Having our best operators help design the

continuous technical training and create certified trainers as well as a pay

incentive is good advice, too. Stephanie

The feedback exchanged through this bit of dialogue goes much deeper than

just saying, “Good job.” It creates a point of connection between the two partici-

pants and allows them to look at their ideas in another light. Through the explo-

ration of consensus as well as difference, the students are able to construct a

collaborative view of the material being discussed that goes far beyond the ideas

each held at the start. Stephen Covey (1989) talks about developing the ability to

“seek first to understand, then be understood” as a means by which to promote in-

terdependence. Without interdependence, there can be no collaboration and, ul-

timately, no community.
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INTERGROUP AND OTHER FORMS OF COLLABORATION
The online environment is perfect for the development of collaborative skills. Stu-

dents learn to work with and depend on each other to reach their learning objec-

tives and enhance the outcome of the process. Other forms of collaboration,

however, can be promoted in this environment—forms with the potential to ex-

pand the level of learning achieved. Some of those are intergroup collaboration,

resource sharing, and collaborative writing.

Intergroup Collaboration
The vastness of the Internet allows us to connect with individuals and groups all

over the world. Exposure to some of these individuals and groups can provide stu-

dents with a deeper understanding of the subject they are studying, allow them to

develop greater facility with online research, and create connections that can serve

them long after a course ends. Instructors should include assignments in their

courses that push students to explore the Internet as a resource. An example of this

type of assignment would be to find a website that deals with a particular element

or topic being discussed. In our class titled “The Search for Soul and Spirit in the

Workplace,” we asked students to find a website dealing with spiritual issues, write

a paper about what they found, and post that paper to the course site. One student

got so excited about what she found “out there” that she ended up visiting seven

or eight websites to complete the assignment. In an undergraduate class on orga-

nizational behavior, students were asked to visit a site that was related to power

and politics and post the address of that site with a brief description to the course

site. As the result of being given that assignment, one student commented that he

now uses the Internet as a resource for doing research for his other classes as well.

What we are doing by encouraging students to explore the Internet is promot-

ing collaboration with other learning communities around the globe. Instructors

can also facilitate that type of collaboration by creating connections among groups

of students enrolled in different courses. In other words, if two sections of the same

course are operating at the same time, or if an instructor is teaching two courses

that are interrelated, students enrolled in both can be given opportunities to in-

teract; this mimics the development of residential learning communities on col-

lege campuses. In these communities, instructors from two different disciplines

may join together to offer a joint exploration of a topic from the perspective of

those disciplines. In the case of online collaboration, one group could prepare and

present to the other group on a topic of mutual interest and concern. Furthermore,
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instructors can promote collaboration with colleagues at other universities and the

students in their classes. Some ways to facilitate this process include (1) providing

a list of e-mail addresses of instructors or students in another university who are

interested in receiving messages from members of the group, (2) creating a com-

mon discussion area that can be accessed by participants and visitors, (3) creating

and posting a list of websites of interest, and (4) presenting “guest speakers” to the

group online.

Glogoff (2005) describes a very creative approach to intergroup collaboration

through the use of blogs. Blogs, or Web Logs, are an online journal of sorts. Blogs

are websites where links are posted, commentary and opinions expressed, and any

other material that the owner of the blog chooses to post. Glogoff created a blog

for his course in Decision-Making for Information Professionals and created spaces

for his students to develop their own blogs. He encouraged his students to publish

their assignments to their blogs as well as commenting on his blog and those of

others. He also invited guest speakers and experts in the field to engage with the

students around their blogs. He notes that this learner-centered approach helped

increase the level of discussion in the course as well as providing the opportunity

for students to collaborate with professionals in the field.

Involving the participants in developing these possibilities helps make this type

of collaboration more meaningful to them. The possibilities are limitless and can

greatly enhance the educational experience.

Resource Sharing
The assignments we just described have the additional component of allowing stu-

dents to share resources—Internet resources as well as readings. In this way, a

greatly expanded bibliography of readings can be developed to allow students to

explore far beyond the confines of the readings assigned for the course. A separate

area of the course site can be created to house this growing list so that students can

add to it and refer back to it whenever they choose. Expanding the resources in

this way encourages students to take greater responsibility for their own learning

and allows the instructor to act as an equal participant.

Collaborative Writing
Technology in its various forms makes the transmission of documents easy. Stu-

dents can work together or with an instructor to complete course assignments,

usually by sending documents between or among participants. E-mail, as well as
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the ability to attach documents to posts on a course site, has been extremely useful

in composition courses conducted online, as well as in the completion of team

learning assignments. In addition, whiteboarding software in a course allows for

brainstorming sessions and for completing collaborative work by simulating what

might occur in a face-to-face session. Requiring students to complete papers col-

laboratively and evaluating that work on a group basis also promotes interde-

pendence.

Other Forms of Collaboration
It is clear at this point that there are numerous ways in which an instructor can

create collaboration online, regardless of the content area being studied. Here are

some of the suggestions we have discussed:

• Small-group assignments

• Research assignments asking students to seek out and present additional re-

source material to their peers

• Group work on case studies

• Simulations

• Shared facilitation

• Homework forums

• Asynchronous discussion of the reading and discussion questions

• Papers posted to the course site with mutual feedback provided

Newer forms of technology are allowing us to creatively add to this list and in-

clude the following:

• Blogs, or online journals or Web Logs, where students can reflect and invite

comment on those reflections

• Wikis or collaboratively created Web pages

• Jigsaw activities where students are either assigned or choose a piece of a re-

search puzzle and collaborate to bring the information together

• WebQuests, where teams of students are sent on an Internet-based scavenger

hunt, the result being a comprehensive presentation or solution to a problem
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• Learning cycles that allow students to progress through a series of activities re-

sulting in increasing skill acquisition

Regardless of the way in which collaboration is used, it is critical for the in-

structor to set the stage for it through the formation of a solid learning commu-

nity. Although collaboration helps shore up the foundation of that learning

community, the presence of community certainly helps facilitate successful com-

pletion of collaborative work.

FINAL THOUGHTS

Collaboration and the ability to promote interdependence is a critical element in

the formation of an online learning community. Consequently, it is important that

the instructor in an online course pay close attention to ways collaboration can be

incorporated and facilitated throughout the course. The inability to promote col-

laboration in this environment generally results in low levels of participation and

in two-way interactions between the instructor and any given student. Collabora-

tive work also forms the basis for the student’s ability to engage in a transforma-

tive learning process—the topic of the next chapter. The questions that follow are

designed to help instructors think about ways to incorporate collaboration into

the planning for an online course.

GUIDING QUESTIONS TO PROMOTE 
COLLABORATIVE LEARNING

The following questions are designed to assist in the development of a collabora-

tive learning approach in online courses. Just as with all other aspects of an online

class, collaborative learning must be planned and purposefully facilitated. These

questions should help create a planning process whereby these goals can be

achieved. In addition, we are including questions for students to consider when

engaging in collaborative activities.

Questions for Instructors

1. What is the content of this course? What aspects of the content lend them-

selves to collaborative group activities?
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2. What are the goals of the small-group activities?

3. What size groups or teams should be formed in order to achieve those goals?

4. How should groups or teams be formed? By the instructor? By the students?

Dependent on interests? Dependent on strengths?

5. Should the groups be homogeneous or heterogeneous?

6. Will the participants remain in the same groups throughout the course, or

will new groups be formed for each activity?

7. How will activities be structured to ensure participation by all members of

the group?

8. Should roles be assigned to various group members?

9. What rewards or motivations will be built into the process?

10. How will accountability be built into the process?

11. How will individual and group performance be evaluated? Who will evalu-

ate this performance? The instructor? The participants themselves?

12. Is there an expectation that students will provide feedback to each other on

their work? How will this be built into the course?

Questions for Students

1. How well did I participate in my group? Was I a team player?

2. Did I make a significant contribution?

3. Did I share my portion of the workload?

4. How comfortable do I feel with the group process?

5. Did I feel comfortable expressing any problems or concerns openly?

6. Did I provide substantive feedback to other group members?

7. How do I feel about the collaborative work produced by my group?

8. How well did the collaborative process contribute to my learning goals and

objectives for this course?
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Transformative Learning

Thus far, we have discussed the process of establishing connections

among participants in an online course and with the instructor.

We have also described ways a group can carry on a dialogue through-

out the course. It is now time to turn our attention to the “real” learn-

ing that takes place as the result of participation in an online course.

We call this form of learning transformative learning because it repre-

sents a self-reflective process that occurs on several levels.

Jack Mezirow (1990, 1991, 2000) coined the term transformative learning to refer

to learning that is based on reflection and on the interpretation of the experiences,

ideas, and assumptions gained through prior learning. This type of learning is

rooted in the meaning-making process that is central to constructivism, which we

have already established as a major feature of the online classroom. The goal of

transformative learning is to understand why we see the world the way we do and

to shake off the constraints of the limiting perspectives we have carried with us

into the learning experience. Patricia Cranton (2006) adds that in order for the

questioning of personal assumptions and self-reflection to occur, the environment

must provide the support and the ability to dialogue and critically reflect on the

material presented, as well as on the self.

Participants in an online course engage with and reflect on the course content.

Parallel processes should also be put in place that allow participants to consider

the learning that comes out of this engagement. Participants should explore not

only how learning in this medium is different but also how engaging with the

medium and the machine allows them to learn something about the technology
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itself (see Chapter Five). Another parallel process should be self-reflection. Partic-

ipants should ask themselves, “How am I growing and changing as a learner and

as a person through all of these interactions?” Often we build self-reflective ques-

tions such as this one into our online courses. We periodically ask our learners to

reflect on their learning as they go. Brookfield and Preskill (2005) recommend reg-

ular use of tools such as the Critical Incident Questionnaire to promote such re-

flection. The Critical Incident Questionnaire asks five questions that prompt

students to look at specific points during a week of discussion when they were most

engaged in or distanced from the discussion. They also are asked to reflect on el-

ements of the week’s work or contributions by others that may have surprised

them. It is these “aha” moments that help to promote transformative learning.

We have previously referred to this element of online learning as a double loop

in the learning process, based on a term coined by Chris Argyris (1992). This loop

provides a means of self-reflection that fuels further inquiry. However, transfor-

mative learning is actually a complex series of interactions that is multidimen-

sional. It is what Robert Hargrove (1998) calls triple loop learning, which he

describes as “learning [that] involves altering the particular perspective, underlying

beliefs, and assumptions (or old rules) that shape who we are as a human being—

what we identify with” (p. 62).

In this process, learners do not complete one set of reflections and then move

on to the next. Instead, they may visit the next level while returning to previous

levels to further reflect on the learning contained there. It is a vibrant, dynamic

process that is typically not completed when a course ends. Ideally, the first expe-

rience with this process creates a hunger for more and sets the stage for partici-

pants to become lifelong, reflective learners. This is very much in keeping with

learner-centered instruction and is a process that needs nurturing along the way

in order for it to continue. We have seen many students become frustrated when

their attempts to continue their learning in this manner were thwarted by an in-

structor who preferred to teach using fairly traditional methods, either online or

in the face-to-face classroom.

To tackle this complex topic and demonstrate its implementation in an online

course, we first examine the process by which it occurs. We then explore each of

the parallel processes previously mentioned: learning about new forms of learn-

ing by using technology, learning about technology by using it, and encouraging

the self-reflective process.
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THE PROCESS OF 
TRANSFORMATIVE LEARNING 
IN THE ONLINE CLASSROOM

Transformative learning is, to many participants, an unanticipated result of the

online learning process. If students were informed in advance that a process of

transformation would be the outcome of their participation in an academic course,

is it likely that they would enroll? Intellectual growth is anticipated, but personal

growth is not necessarily a reason students engage in a process of online learning,

nor is engagement in a learning community. Consequently, we do not inform

learners up front in our course outcomes or expectations that they are engaging

in a learning community and that transformation will be the result of the course.

In fact, we rarely use the “c” word, meaning community, at the start of a course.

Instead, we support and reflect on its emergence as we see it happening and ask

for reflection on it as we go.

Mezirow (1990) states that perspectives are transformed when learners 

encounter what he terms disorienting dilemmas—dilemmas that cause the

learner to critically assess distortions in the areas of the nature and use of

knowledge, belief systems related to power and social relationships, and psychic

distortions—or presuppositions that cause anxiety and inaction. By simply get-

ting involved in an online class for the first time or even on an ongoing basis, a

learner immediately encounters a disorienting dilemma. This is a new me-

dium in which participants interact differently and in which students are ex-

pected to engage with material, each other, and the instructor in a completely

different way. Thus the online classroom is fertile territory for transformative

learning.

Because this process is an unconscious one for the most part, it is important for

an instructor to make space for transformative learning and to surface it as the

course progresses. In so doing, an awareness of increasing competence and inde-

pendence as a learner begins to emerge for the participants—an outcome they can

carry with them to subsequent learning experiences. Thus personal growth be-

comes a companion to intellectual growth as the student assumes greater respon-

sibility for the learning process, competence, authority, self-confidence, and an

overall sense of mastery and power. We now review this process in more detail and

provide examples of its emergence in online courses.
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Reviewing the Process
The transformative learning process is one that moves a participant from student

to reflective practitioner. It begins with the practice of acquiring knowledge. Stu-

dents, by enrolling in an online course, commit to that process. They enter the on-

line environment and begin to form new relationships, which deepen as students

post material to the course site and are acknowledged for their ideas and their par-

ticipation. As the result of acknowledgment and feedback, students perceive that

value has been added to their contribution. Their contribution has been recog-

nized and appreciated by the group. Consequently, their ideas may be supported

and expanded, or they may begin to branch off in another direction of inquiry.

They then begin to question why this has happened. Why should I begin to look

at this idea in a new way? Do I need to? Why are my assumptions being questioned

by others, forcing me to look deeper? As a result, they begin to develop new ways of

explaining their ideas and the material with which they are interacting. This cre-

ates a network of learning through which new ideas and means of reflection pro-

vide a feedback mechanism regarding the ideas being studied and the learning

process itself. Exhibit 9.1 illustrates this process.

The excerpt of dialogue that follows is an example of the effect of this process.

A student posts material and receives feedback, an action that stimulates the

process of questioning and reflecting on ideas and self. The result is movement to

the next level of reflection. That next level is illustrated here.

At this point I’d like to approach this from a more personal inquiry. Joyce

has done an impressive synthesis and an outstanding analysis of the

book. I apologise for the less academic and the simplistic approach I’m

capable of.

This is my favourite of the books so far, in that it has the most personal

connection for me. Around about 3 months ago, before this class and be-

fore coming across this book, when people asked me what I was study-

ing/doing at graduate school, I began to say “new paradigm business”

instead of just “business”. I did so to find a way, to find some way to con-

vey that I wasn’t studying business in the common definition of the term

but something different. Always I would be asked what that was or I

would take the initiative to elaborate. “It’s not the typical business pro-

gram” I would add. “It’s about learning to do socially and environmen-

tally responsible business, sustainable economics, spirituality in the
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workplace-as different from religion” would be my standard intro, for

that’s the longest I find one can push it to in the typical standard one

minute intro time. So it was very reassuring and validating to come across

the concepts and points put forward [in this book].

The chapter on new-paradigm thinking immediately drew me. Over-

all I think [the authors] put forward something valuable, and I tend to

agree with a lot of their points. However I did think they were overly con-

cerned with style, and their chapter was a lot of stylish writing, and what

they’re actually saying can be condensed into half the size. I found my-

self going through the list on p6 of ch1 of the attributes of the New Par-

adigm Manager and assessing how many I make. Out of the 7 I would say

I fit 4 (though I disagree with #4 in putting people ahead of the environ-

ment, the same way I get irritated when people say save the planet for
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our grandchildren kind of thing-the world does not belong to the human

species, though we act like it does). I don’t know that I “have the scope,

range and power to manage the entire staircase of your own, of others’,

of your organisation’s and of society’s history,” nor if I am “skilled at

recognising and dealing with different levels of development, each in the

process of change.” And realised that though I do believe/know “that

everything connects to everything else,” I should always remind myself

to remember that and be mindful of it all the time. So how about you?

Do you agree with this definition and list of attributes of what a New-

paradigm Manager is?

One thing that really struck me was a sentence in Ch 18: “Doing busi-

ness in the new paradigm starts with managing yourself” (p347). I

thought, well, how do I manage myself ?, and I thought, well, not very

well, right?! No I don’t manage myself very well at the moment; and I

thought this simple statement has a lot of significance for me and is

something I should be continually aware of and direct the changes I need

to make in my life. Jennifer

While engaging with the course material being read, this student began a process

of self-reflection. Not only does she explore the meaning the material has for her

academically but she reflects on the meaning it has in her own life. The questions

she asks throughout are, “Where do I fit? What does this mean to me personally

and professionally? What changes do I need to make in my life to accommodate

this new learning?” In addition, she questions the way the material is written and

presented. Her inquiry is more than just a review of the book; it involves ques-

tioning where the ideas came from and where those ideas fit in her reality. The level

of reflection in which this student is engaged goes well beyond trying to make sense

of the book she just read for class, as it expands the relevance of the material for

her, as well as for the others in the group. Because of its importance, this process

needs to be initiated by the instructor and guided if it is not occurring sponta-

neously.

The expected outcome of the transformative process in the online environment,

then, is significantly different from that which might be experienced in a face-to-

face class. To frame it simply, the results of the transformative learning process are

the student’s ability to stay focused on a position or idea or to achieve a shift in
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paradigm, thereby adopting a new view of the same idea. Students may be able to

develop new ways of explaining their ideas, or they may be able to enhance or ex-

pand upon those ideas; they may also be able to reflect on how the process itself

has affected them. The example just presented illustrates this desired end result.

Jennifer begins her post by stating that she now has a better way of explaining her

idea of what new-paradigm business is by having engaged with the reading mate-

rial for the course. She has not necessarily shifted that idea but has found new ways

to explicate it. The process does not end there, however. She goes on to reflect on

herself by seeing herself in the material and sharing that with the group.

Although it is certainly possible to see this type of reflection occurring in a tra-

ditional classroom, it is not necessarily encouraged. Students in a traditional set-

ting are asked to reflect on the meaning and importance of the course material but

are not always expected to apply it to their own lives or to reflect on its potential

impact on present or future behavior, attitudes, and actions. By encouraging stu-

dents to engage in self-reflection related to the learning process, however, their

ability to make meaning is greatly enhanced and the learning outcomes become

deeper and more permanent. Previously, we discussed the importance of bringing

real-life into the classroom or asking students to apply their learning through the

use of real-life examples. As we can see now, this not only helps make online learn-

ing more relevant but it also assists in the transformative learning process.

Making Room for the Process in the Online Classroom
In order to encourage this level of inquiry, a space needs to be created in the learn-

ing process in which it can occur. As we have described, we deliberately create two

streams in the course site for that purpose. One is the area for online reflection,

which we discuss in the next section of this chapter. The other is a place for self-

reflection. These streams can be joined in one section of the course site to mini-

mize the number of items to which participants need to pay attention, as long as

the instructor is clear about how to use that area of discussion. For example, one

of us, while teaching an online course, created an area titled “Reflections on the

Class.” The explanation for using that area was, “This is a forum for discussing the

impact, issues, problems and concerns or any other idea relevant to how this type

of class is affecting you in any way.”

Another means by which to create space for this type of reflection is to ask ques-

tions that promote it as a part of the ongoing discussion. Questions that relate the
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course material to the interaction occurring in the online classroom will achieve

the same result. The author, in the same course mentioned earlier, also asked ques-

tions that facilitated this type of thinking. To kick off a discussion on teamwork,

he asked the following:

As you should well know this week’s chapter is about “Group Behavior

and Team Work.” The material in the book mostly relates to things that

happen in Face-to-Face (F2F) situations. Are any of these concepts, ideas,

theories and viewpoints relevant in groups in “Cyberspace.” If so tell me

why? If not tell me what are the concepts, ideas, theories, viewpoints and

issues that are important to look at when dealing with groups and this

medium. (HINT) You may want to think about some of the issues that we

have dealt with here.

The creation of this space opens the door to reflection. It conveys a message to

the participants that says that this type of inquiry is expected and completely ac-

ceptable. Furthermore, by setting it apart from the discussion of content, partici-

pants are more likely to visit that section of the course site on a regular basis. This

allows them to develop their skills in the area of self-reflection as the course pro-

gresses, and does not limit their involvement with this process to the points dur-

ing the course that call for self-evaluation. It is important, however, when students

are being asked to assess their work or participation, to include a self-reflective

piece in that assessment. (We discuss this concept further in Chapter Ten.)

LEARNING ABOUT LEARNING 
THROUGH THE USE OF TECHNOLOGY

As students engage in the self-reflective process that is a part of transformative

learning, it is important for the instructor to remind them that the medium they

are working in allows this process to occur. In so doing, the instructor opens a new

area of inquiry: What are we learning about learning by using technology? We have

discussed the fact that the learning process occurring online is a learner-centered

process. It is essentially directed by learners from the time the instructor posts

guidelines that are open to negotiation and allows the process to go where it will,

with only guidance and facilitation by the instructor. As the learners begin to feel
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and acknowledge an increasing sense of empowerment, they will begin to make

comments about how this type of learning differs from that of the face-to-face

classroom. For some this is uncomfortable. For others it opens new vistas. Learn-

ing about the ways we learn is an important outcome of the online process that

needs encouragement and support. It provides the participants with a foundation

for future learning experiences. The following post illustrates this concept.

I have had several courses online. [I have noticed that] the students take

a little time before becoming comfortable with the online courses. Of

course the professors are challenged by the new style of teaching their

course. Also, the computer software package can impact the transition

for learning at a distance. Ideally, the learning would be nice if everything

ran smoothly.

All the professors who I have had for distance learning have found a

way to convey their passion [to] the students. Each professor has his or

her unique style for ensuring that students are learning the course ma-

terial. I am learning about distance learning and we are all learning about

distance learning.

I was working with another student on a paper on distance learning

and read a website about the subject. Harvard University’s entire busi-

ness school is connected on line. At Harvard the business students can

talk with each other from their dorms and I believe they retrieve lecture

notes too.

Yes, we have suffered through some days in our class. However, in the

end what I am hearing is that the students haven’t lost their Soul and

Spirit. I’ve got to go now. With Courage. With Compassion. Greg

As this post indicates, the ability to differentiate the type of learning that occurs

online is important in the meaning-making process. Greg noted the differences in

both learning and teaching that occur in this environment and became interested

enough in those differences to pursue research with another student about it.

Transformative learning is not easy; in fact, it may be somewhat painful for some.

Just recognizing that it is different and that “I function differently here” is impor-

tant to the learning process, allowing students to proceed with courage and com-

passion, even though the going may be difficult.
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CREATING OPPORTUNITIES TO ENCOURAGE 
REFLECTION ON THE DIFFERENCES

Once again, it is important to make space for this type of reflection in the learn-

ing process. Instructors should ask, “How is this different for you? How are you

different as a learner online? How are you experiencing this process?” Acknowl-

edging the fact that the process is different and may be difficult can relieve anxi-

ety on the part of learners that they are not “doing it right.” In addition, institutions

should include questions about the technology in their course evaluations, as the

technology can and does influence the outcomes of the course and student satis-

faction with it. This response to one of our questions presented earlier illustrates

that when the opportunity to reflect on these differences is created, participants

will go to that level of reflection.

Okay, don’t you think that everyone has a hard time accepting dis-

agreement f2f. Only a few people have the confidence to stick with their

opinions without going back to the book and looking. I know that we

have all had some life experiences that can be transferred to this medium

but you still have to squirm a little when you are not real sure. Cyber-

space lets you squirm in peace. You are able to rethink without having

people questioning you. . . . Is this making sense? Maybe we all need

that time to realize that we are full of ideas that we sometimes have to

let grow. . . . Maybe some good ideas too. Rob

We discuss this element further when we talk about assessment and evaluation

in Chapter Ten, as reflection on the differences in this type of learning frequently

becomes a part of the evaluation process that is so critical to an online course. The

following are final posts from an online course that demonstrate the reflection on

new ways of learning as a result of learning electronically.

As I write this, my final note, I do so with a real sadness. The last few

months have been personally transformative, in large part because of this

seminar. The sharing, collaboration, and learning we have all experienced

is boundless. Most interestingly, I note how many of us have experienced

major life changes during this brief period. . . . And yet, the continuity of

[this course] acted to provide stability and support during those difficult

times. Not only have I suffered loss and pain, I have changed both my dis-
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sertation interests and knowledge area focus. Currently, I am investigat-

ing the proliferation of online learning programs globally as well as why,

despite our illusory discomfort with telecommunications, we like it so

much. Cyd

Thank you to each of you for what you have given me over the past sev-

eral months. My view of the world has been expanded and challenged.

You have shared your courage, sadness, frustration, support, and caring.

You have asked dozens of hard questions and raised the important issues

of the electronic transformations surrounding us. You have given me

hope and some courage of my own – to keep asking the questions; to get

more involved as our government, communities, and institutions grapple

with the changes; and to focus my dissertation work in the area of Infor-

mation Technology and Society. I wouldn’t be here without your help.

Claudia

We frequently have students who become so intrigued with the process of on-

line learning that they choose to engage in further study about it or determine that

they would like to teach online at some point. Noting the transformations that

have occurred for them in the process, they seek to understand why. This is the

essence of transformative learning.

LEARNING ABOUT TECHNOLOGY BY USING IT

In Chapter Five we discussed the importance of the technology being used for on-

line courses and the fact that learning through the use of technology allows partic-

ipants to explore its use in more general terms. Students participating regularly in an

online course cannot help but improve their ability to use technology. As they en-

gage with the machine, they learn more about word processing, logging on to the

Internet, using some of the newer synchronous tools, and using a browser. By the

end of an online course, a complete novice is likely to have gained enough skill to

continue to engage with technology with some degree of confidence. He or she may

feel less threatened and intimidated by using more advanced forms of technology

as well. One of us was approached by a student who wanted to take an online course

but had absolutely no technical experience. She referred to herself as technologi-

cally challenged and stated that she knew that learning about technology was 
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something she needed to do as well as taking the course in question. She enrolled,

her son helped her with the technological aspects, and she did extremely well in

the course. Her final reflections included a sense of accomplishment and pride that

she had mastered something she considered daunting and felt competent to do

more work using technology.

Often, students who are new to online learning will begin to ask about having

chat sessions and about how to use technology to collaborate on documents. As

previously mentioned, however, in order for this to occur, the technology must be

easily mastered and transparent within the course. In addition, the instructor and

the institution must be available to provide answers to questions regarding the

technology, as well as technical support. An instructor should not be put off by

students posting questions to the course site that relate to the technology. This is

not a distraction from dealing with course material but rather a way for students

to begin to learn about technology by using it.

ENCOURAGING QUESTIONS AND COMMENTS 
ABOUT THE TECHNOLOGY

As instructors allow students to ask questions about software use and other tech-

nical questions, we find that some of the best responses, encouragement, and ad-

vice are frequently supplied by students themselves. As students support each other

with their growing technical expertise, this promotes a feeling that everyone is in

this thing together. In addition, we have found that more advanced students are

patient with their less knowledgeable colleagues and are willing to provide in-

struction and support that is appropriate and easily understood. We once taught

an online course using software in which an “edit” button appeared in each post,

allowing students to change a post once it appeared if they were dissatisfied with

it. However, some of the students found it confusing and began asking about it on-

line. What is it? Can we get rid of it? Has anyone tried using it? Before we had a

chance to respond, we found that they had supported each other in figuring out

the button’s use. As the less experienced students began to discover the button, the

more advanced students very patiently explained again and again what it was for.

In another case, a virus warning appeared every time a student posted an at-

tached document to the course site. A couple of students became nervous when

they saw this and were reluctant to download the attached documents. They stated
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online: “I want to read your paper, but I get a virus warning every time I try to ac-

cess it.” In this case, we had to intervene to reassure students that this was simply

a routine warning generated by the software and could, in fact, be turned off.

In a more recent, and unfortunate, situation, a student complained because she

had posted a response to another student that had been inadvertently deleted when

the first student deleted his initial post. Although students had been cautioned by

us that this was a feature of the software and were encouraged to modify rather

than delete posts, this incident occurred. It allowed us, however, to open an area

of discussion around the impact of technology on the learning process from which

all of the students benefited.

When a student has ongoing concerns that seem unresolvable online, it is im-

portant for the instructor to encourage phone or e-mail contact to resolve these

concerns. The instructor must be familiar with the software or be willing to do

what it takes to get the issue resolved. If the student is having difficulty obtaining

satisfactory technical support from the source designated by the institution, the

instructor may need to act as an intermediary in order to maintain the flow of the

class and instruct the students around technical issues. Face-to-face sessions may

need to be set up to ensure that students can use the technology. In one situation,

we were geographically distant from a student who was struggling with the tech-

nology used in a course, so we paired that student with another student in his ge-

ographic area to help him get connected and functioning online.

Once the process of learning about technology has begun in whatever way nec-

essary, students will begin to feel comfortable about acquiring additional knowl-

edge about technology. If there are numerous issues and concerns about the use

of the technology, or if students are interested in further exploring the use of tech-

nology as part of their involvement with the course, the instructor may want to

consider setting up a separate discussion forum to deal with those issues. If a sep-

arate item is created, it is then important to direct students to use it. Often we use

the questions forum for these issues and encourage students to use it to ask ques-

tions about either the content or the technology. A gentle reminder about where

to post what helps keep this material separate from the discussion of course 

content.

Comfort in starting is the key, however. If early attempts are frustrating, stu-

dents may become reluctant to further explore their abilities in this area, thus

thwarting further involvement with online learning. Consequently, learning about

Transformative Learning 197

c09.qxd  5/28/07  1:03 PM  Page 197



technology by using it becomes one of the desired learning outcomes for an on-

line course.

SELF-REFLECTION

Self-reflection is distinctly different from the types of reflection we have been dis-

cussing. Cranton (2006) and Mezirow (2003) believe that critical self-reflection is

a crucial component of transformative learning and that, in fact, transformative

learning cannot occur without it. It is not about how I learn or what I am learn-

ing about technology; it is instead about who I am as a person. Has that percep-

tion of myself changed as I have participated in an online course? Have I revealed

a part of myself that has not been revealed in other settings? Again, it is a process

that participants may or may not be conscious of. When an opening is created

through which students can reflect on change, however, students are likely to note

the changes.

Okay, I am going to jump right in this conflict. It seems to me that if we

were to go back to f2f classroom situation we would have some conflict.

It could be the type that helps or betters the group. We have become an

organization. We have decided in a way that there are a lot of good

things that come out of this bunch. We have some ideas that do help us

all understand a little better what we are talking about and to also help

jar our thoughts to think a bit farther. We have become so dependent on

the ability to do this at our time and our own rate of thinking that the

creative thinking is beginning to develop. I am afraid that the openness

and the ease of typing would out weigh the f2f tension. We each one sit

back and think over each posting before we join in. Mason

The changes in self being reflected here are the ability to connect to others, the

ability to take time to think and thus think more deeply, and the emergence of cre-

ativity. This occurs through a constant process of looking back and taking stock.

As the course progresses, participants cannot help but remember what things were

like for them as they entered this new, perhaps previously unexplored realm, and to

comment on the differences. This process, then, is historical; it takes stock of our

shared history and records it as we progress through the course. But the reflective
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process does not end with history taking. It also looks ahead as to how this process

will affect the learner in the future. Mezirow (1991) refers to this component of

learning as a process of using a prior interpretation to revise or create a new in-

terpretation of one’s experience as a means by which to guide future action. En-

couraging students to keep a journal of reflections during the course can assist

them in participating in this reflective process. Journals can be kept privately or

can be posted to the course in the form of a blog. Regardless of how the journal is

kept, Cranton (2006) notes that it should not be graded for content or grammar,

but instead, students should be given credit simply for doing it.

The Reflective Process
Cranton suggests that students be given some suggestions for keeping their reflec-

tions, but that the reflective process through the use of a journal or blog is highly

individual—students should reflect in whatever way seems comfortable to them.

When we incorporate this historical process into the online classroom, we find it

is important to ask such questions as, “How were you as a learner before you came

into this course? How have you changed? How do you anticipate this will affect

your learning in the future?” As previously mentioned, this is an important com-

ponent of the evaluation of a course, as it helps us know whether we have achieved

our learning objectives. However, in order to promote the process of transforma-

tive learning, we must ask these questions throughout the course. The answers help

us stay on target and provide additional support for the process of transformative

learning as it occurs. The following final post illustrates the historical nature of

transformative learning.

Uniqueness? Boy that is not the only word for it. This class was the first

class that I have taken on a computer. This has allowed me to expand my

paradigms of learning. I have used many different ways of studying from

the Internet to just thinking in an unusual manner about what was said

on-line. I have always been a listener and not much of a face to face in-

teraction person or at least the interaction may not have a great deal of

thought. But with this communication resource we have developed a

method of feedback that has seemed very effective for a better learning

base. . . . . The openness gave us a chance to follow up on the postings,

Transformative Learning 199

c09.qxd  5/28/07  1:03 PM  Page 199



research the subject, develop empathy, trust in everyone’s thoughts, sim-

plify the language, and use our time effectively. Although we did not

have the nonverbal traditional communication, we did have the person-

alities and the quirks of some come through the postings. I really feel that

we have had a good group of people to work with and we have all come

a long way. . . . I really feel that this medium of an online class has given

me the best opportunity to learn in the method that meets my learning

style. . . . This class has been an opening into the confidence of tackling

a business organization. On a scale of learning material from a class that

will be useful in the business world——this class would receive a 9 to 9.5

(10 being the best). . . . But I have found myself asking other people in

the business world for input. That’s new for me . . . I think you could say

I have grown up some. I would love to see more classes like this. . . . I

know that I have not done well in the traditional classroom on several oc-

casions but in this class I feel pretty good about my work. . . . It really got

to the point that we (the participants) were all the teachers. Rob

This post illustrates that, as instructors, we were successful in initiating a process

of transformative learning. Rob is able to reflect on how he has been as a learner,

what he has gained, how he has reframed and reinterpreted his learning as the re-

sult of this learning experience. He has already begun to apply his new views of

himself and of knowledge in the world outside the university. Rob will take this

new view of himself into future learning experiences and will probably experience

greater success as a learner, even in a traditional setting, because his sense of em-

powerment and confidence have grown.

Encouraging Conscious Reflection and 
Acknowledging the Unconscious
In Chapter Two, we discussed the concept of the electronic personality (Pratt, 1996),

meaning that what is going on inside the learner inevitably shows up on the screen.

As we encourage conscious, critical reflection of the material and self, this is far

more likely to occur. As a course progresses and participants become more com-

fortable with the environment, as well as feel the increasing support from their col-

leagues, they may feel more comfortable with letting elements of their personalities,

previously unrevealed, emerge on the screen. The following are examples of posts
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by an undergraduate student in a class on organizational behavior. At the begin-

ning of the term, his posts typically looked like the one that follows (it appears ex-

actly as it did in the online classroom):

I THINK ONE OF THE DRAWBACKS IS A TIME FACTOR WE DONT HAVE AS

QUICK OF A DISCUSSION, WE AREN’T ALL ON AT THE SAME TIME AND

THAT CAN MAKE THINGS A LITTLE DELAYED. ALSO IF YOU WANT TO SAY

SOMETHING SOMETIMES YOUR FACIAL EXPRESSIONS AREN’T INVOLVED

AND THERE COULD BE A BARRIER TO CROSS AND THIRD SOME PEOPLE

CANT WRITE AND THIS COULD AFFECT THEM THE MOST CAUSE THEY

Can’t put their thoughts into words, but for the most part i am happy

with this class overall! Mike

Mike was immediately given feedback about posting all in capital letters. In the

online world, posting in capital letters generally means that one is screaming. He

continued to experiment with the way he posted, and by the middle of the term

he had discovered a way of posting that was comfortable for him. The following

two posts illustrate the method he chose.

i think there are many issues which we have dealt with in our little cy-

berspace world and each person has had a different way of dealing with

them. most of the people on here have went to dr. pratt when they have

experienced some sort of problem, f2f that is. not many have emailed or

tried to get in touch with dr. pratt on here though. i think that is because

of the newness of all of this. we still feel a little uncomfortable dealing

with everything on here. also the people who do not want to talk f2f do

not do anything on here to communicate they just wait for someone to

get a hold of them. Mike

to me conflict is a disagreement n beliefs or thought, it doesn’t neces-

sarily have 2 b verbalized, but it is known. if there is conflict btween 2

people n a group they each know it, but don’t have 2 make it affect

them. Mike

Although these posts might make a professor of composition shudder, we are

thrilled to see posts like this. They are indications that students are attempting to

express who they are textually. Mike is clearly expressing his uniqueness as a person
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while reflecting on the material being studied in the course. He switched from all

capitals to all lowercase letters. Although this generally means that someone is di-

minishing their contribution in the online world, Mike is clearly not doing that.

His posts are transformative in nature. He is looking at and commenting on 

the process of online learning as he is experiencing it, as well as how he sees the

involvement of his student colleagues. In addition, he is clearly engaged with and

reflecting on the course material. If Mike had submitted these posts as written ma-

terial in a traditional classroom, he would probably have failed the assignment or

been asked, at the very least, to revise it. In the online classroom, however, he is

surfacing a part of him that others would not normally see—his online personal-

ity, also known as social presence.

FINAL THOUGHTS: WE ARE THE EXPERTS 
WHEN IT COMES TO OUR OWN LEARNING

Although it may seem daunting to an instructor in an online course to be far more

than someone who imparts knowledge, there is no need to be fearful of the trans-

formative process that this form of learning sets in motion. It is a process that will

occur, whether or not an instructor purposefully facilitates it, when the course is

designed to allow participants to explore beyond the confines of the course mate-

rial. The subtitle of this section—We Are the Experts When It Comes to Our Own

Learning—defines the transformative learning process.

When students are empowered to become experts at their own learning, they

cannot help but be transformed as people. Their self-esteem rises, as does their

confidence in their abilities. They learn about areas they never thought possible

before, one of which may be technology. The main task of instructors as facilita-

tors of this process is to bring forth their best instructional practices and then get

out of the way. If an instructor is willing and able to give up control of the process,

amazing things can happen. Students who may sit quietly and not do well in the

traditional classroom may emerge as the leaders in the online classroom, present-

ing thoughtful and knowledgeable material for others to consider. Rather than

something to be feared, the transformative learning process is one of the most ex-

citing aspects of online learning. It can also be purposefully integrated into the as-

sessment of individual performance within the course, as well as evaluation of the

course itself—topics we discuss in the next chapter. The following are some ques-
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tions to consider in order to welcome and facilitate the occurrence of transforma-

tive learning in an online course.

GUIDING QUESTIONS TO PROMOTE 
TRANSFORMATIVE LEARNING

The following questions are designed not only to allow for reflection on the trans-

formative learning process as it occurs in an online course but also to reflect on an

instructor’s level of comfort with the process. Stephen Brookfield (1995) notes that

“those of us who are trying to get colleagues to identify and question their as-

sumptions, or to look at their practice through different lenses, must do the same”

(p. 205). If an instructor is uncomfortable with this aspect of online teaching, it is

likely to be missed or discouraged in the context of the course. Therefore, the ques-

tions that follow are self-reflective. We cannot encourage our students to engage

in a transformative process if we are unwilling to do so ourselves.

• How do I view myself as an instructor? Do I see myself as an expert? Am I open

to the views and opinions of others? How do I process those views when I en-

counter them?

• How much more do I feel I need to learn about teaching and about my subject

matter?

• How do I generally run a class? Do I rely on lecture and discussion methods?

• In the traditional classroom setting, do I empower students to pursue knowl-

edge on their own? Do I routinely incorporate collaborative exercises and as-

signments into my courses?

• How do discussions generally go in my courses? Are they dominated by a few?

Are my classes truly interactive?

• How comfortable do I feel with the concept of promoting self-knowledge in

learners? Do I honestly feel that this should be the work of someone other than

a teacher, such as a counselor or therapist?

• How comfortable am I when students disagree with my point of view? How

would I feel if a student suggested that I read material they have discovered in

their learning process?

• Do I feel that I need to maintain control of the learning environment? How
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comfortable would I feel in giving over that control to the learners and being

an equal participant?

• How comfortable am I with receiving material from students that is not gram-

matically correct and well written but is nevertheless an expression of self?

• How do I define learning? What do I hope to see as learning outcomes from an

online class?
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205

Student Assessment and
Course Evaluation

In the previous chapter we discussed several places in an online

course where the process of transformative learning logically con-

nects to assessment and evaluation. When we refer to assessment, we

are referring to assessment of student performance, including student

critical self-evaluation. Evaluation refers to the course and the quality

of instruction, as well as the technology being used, including its func-

tionality and user-friendliness. Finally, the total online program

should be evaluated in terms of its usefulness in the overall institu-

tional context. All of these forms of assessment and evaluation should

lead to an ongoing process of planning and review so that online

courses and programs can be continuously improved.

ASSESSMENT AND EVALUATION BASICS

Course and student progress evaluation generally take two forms: formative and

summative evaluation. Formative evaluation is an ongoing process that can occur

at any point throughout the course; it can surface gaps in course material or in

learners’ ability to grasp that material. Formative evaluation gives instructors a way

to shift focus if the course is not proceeding according to plan. Summative evalu-

ation assesses the completed course and is most often the model of evaluation used

in academic institutions. Stephen Brookfield (1995), in commenting on the re-
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liance on summative evaluation, states that this form of evaluation is really a meas-

ure of student satisfaction with the course and the instructor and not a measure

of the dynamics and rhythms of student learning. He advocates for another form

of evaluation when he states: “Knowing something of how students experience

learning helps us build convincing connections between what we want them to do

and their own concerns and expectations” (p. 93).

Evaluating an online course using only summative methods ignores many of

the important concepts we have been discussing that are related to this form of

teaching and learning. If instructors are truly establishing a collaborative, trans-

formative process, then formative as well as summative evaluation must be used.

Formative evaluation helps determine to what extent instructors are successfully

facilitating reflection on the course material under study, reflection on this means

of learning, and reflection on self as a learner as the course progresses. Summative

evaluation helps us know how well we have achieved the goals and learning out-

comes we established going into the course. We now look at each of these forms

of evaluation and discuss ways to accomplish them in an online course. In addi-

tion, we explore the areas in need of evaluation and suggest ways to do so.

STUDENT PERFORMANCE

Harasim and others (1996), in reflecting on the evaluation of online courses, state:

“In keeping with a learner-centered approach, evaluation and assessment should

be part of the learning-teaching process, embedded in class activities and in the 

interactions between learners and between learners and teachers” (p. 167). They 

are describing an ongoing formative evaluation process that is built into the class

structure.

If instructors have done a good job of establishing learning guidelines and out-

comes, as well as the criteria for evaluating student performance, then establish-

ing a formative process of student assessment should be relatively easy. These

assessments should take multiple sources of data into account, such as the quan-

tity of posts and the quality of participation in the online discussion. Performance

on course assignments and other class exercises should also be considered. Mor-

gan and O’Reilly (1999) note that the purpose of student assessment is to provide

support and feedback to enhance ongoing learning and to report on what students

have already achieved. Angelo and Cross (1993) state that most instructors aspire

to assess more than the skills and knowledge related to the content area being
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taught. The goal is to use the course content to teach students to think—in other

words, to help them develop good critical thinking ability and to apply what they

are learning in other contexts. How to do that effectively becomes the primary con-

cern of the instructor.

As can be noted by the examples of student posts used to illustrate various

points throughout this book, we continuously scan the online dialogue for spon-

taneous comments related to learning objectives and the quality of the learning

experience. The dialogue generated in an online course can be a rich source of eval-

uation material if an instructor remains alert to its presence, seeking examples as

they appear.

Using the Dialogue as a Source of Evaluative Material
In addition to scanning the dialogue for spontaneous posts of evaluative material,

instructors can post questions for students to consider that relate the material

under study to the process of the online group. This can provide yet another source

of data for evaluation of course effectiveness and assessment of student perform-

ance. For example, in one author’s undergraduate organizational behavior class,

he related the material in the text on conflict in organizations to conflict in the

group when he asked the following: “The book states that ‘conflict between groups

is inevitable’ and that the conflict will be either positive or negative. Do you be-

lieve that if I put this group back into the face-to-face classroom that there would

be conflict? If so what type of conflict? What could be done to prevent the con-

flict? What steps could I take to build a cohesive team if this happened?” By ask-

ing this type of question, we hope that, through their responses, group members

will begin to look at and evaluate their own process, thus providing the instructor

with important information. In this case, students were asked to compare their

process online to what might occur if they were face-to-face. We were looking here

for indicators of how well the group was coalescing online and whether or not the

skills being learned in this medium were transferable to the traditional face-to-face

classroom. The following responses to the question posed indicate how well this

process was occurring.

As a group I think the online students would have positive conflict with

the traditional class. We would have different opinions, because we are

different types of people. We had the choice to enter the online class.

Like last week’s discussion stated, we think that the advantages outweigh
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the need to be in the classroom. The people who chose the traditional

class obviously felt the classroom would be better for them. There is con-

flict, but we could learn from each other about our experiences. I think

the first step in building a cohesive team is to recognize and understand

each individual’s strengths and weaknesses. Consider a group working on

a project, composed of traditional and online students. The traditional

students might be more comfortable around people. It would make sense

for them be the presenters. The online students might be more comfort-

able putting the ideas down on paper. Jason

I agree with Jason. I think that we are sensitive to each others feelings in

the online class because we like to keep the conversation going and re-

spect that the other people are posting. For example, when Stacy and I

discussed that one week about [another professor], I saw her at track

practice and she asked if I was offended by anything that she said. We

were honest and just said we were only stating our opinions, no hard

feelings. In the normal classroom, sometimes things are taken the wrong

way when there is disagreement and one person may have hurt feelings

or hold a grudge. Carmen

These posts indicate that students are reflecting on the process of the online

classroom and offering ideas and opinions about why they feel it is working well

for them. We can also tell that the group has coalesced and that this coalescence is

extending beyond the online realm. They are seeking each other out in other sit-

uations and checking with each other about the nature and impact of their work

online. In addition, inferences are being made about how the participants might

deal with issues in the face-to-face classroom differently, based on their experi-

ences online. This material provides a part of the ongoing evaluation of the oc-

currence of collaborative and transformative learning—two desired learning

outcomes for this course. Through asking this type of question, the instructor has

contributed to the ongoing formative assessment of student performance in this

course.

Assessing Student Assignments
One of the fears we frequently hear expressed by instructors as we present our

workshops on teaching and learning online has to do with cheating. Instructors

want to know how to monitor or eliminate cheating in the online environment.
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Because the instructor is not in complete control of the learning process in online

courses and is unable to physically see the learners, it has been assumed that the

occurrence of plagiarism and cheating is greater online than in the face-to-face

classroom. Some institutions have adopted surveillance methods such as desktop

cameras and retina scanners to authenticate virtual student identity during exams.

Others use plagiarism detection services to scan student papers for evidence of pla-

giarism. Unfortunately, this creates a sense that institutions and their instructors

believe that students are inclined to cheat rather than do their own work. Recent

studies, however, indicate that this is not the case: plagiarism and cheating occur

as frequently online as they do in face-to-face classes (Kellogg, 2002). Although

Morgan and O’Reilly (1999) believe that most distance learners are adults and

therefore uninterested in taking the work of another, this may be a fairly optimistic

view in that cheating and plagiarism do happen online and we cannot ignore their

occurrence. Harris (2002) notes that most plagiarism and cheating in online

courses occur because of lack of knowledge about copyright and fair use regula-

tions. Proactive steps to avoid cheating and plagiarism are therefore far more ef-

fective than the various extreme reactions of denying their existence, overreacting

to the possibility that they do occur, or alienating students through a lack of trust.

We hope we have conveyed that when a course is well constructed, is learner-

centered, community-based, and promotes learner empowerment and self-reflec-

tion, the notion of cheating should not become a concern. Benson (2002) notes

that a mistake instructors make is reliance on one assessment measure through-

out the course, which can increase the incidence of cheating. If the assignments

are varied, promote the use of critical thinking, and are designed to be shared with

the remainder of the group, then participants gain a sense of responsibility for pro-

ducing pieces of learning that will be useful for the others in the group and also

take more care and pride in producing it. In addition, the inclusion of varied as-

signments that promote critical thinking skills and collaboration, rather than in-

dividualism and competition, will also help reduce the temptation to cheat. As one

of our participants aptly put it, “We [the participants] were all the teachers for one

another.” Our experience has shown us that if we trust and empower our learners,

they realize that they are the experts at their own learning. Cheating should be-

come irrelevant in this process because the participant would be cheating only

himself or herself.

Grading student assignments can be accomplished in a number of ways. First,

we frequently ask students to submit a self-assessment as part of the closure process
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for the course. In it, we ask how well students feel they have met their learning goals

for the course and how well they feel they performed overall. We often ask students

in a graded course to determine what grade they think they have earned. Second,

in a large class that has been divided up into work teams, the group may be asked

to appoint a leader who can, if the instructor feels comfortable with this, suggest

grades for team members based on their level of contribution to the group. The

group itself can also negotiate a group grade on collaborative assignments. Finally,

we frequently refer to the guidelines established at the beginning of the class to de-

termine the relative weight placed on each course aspect. In a class that relies heav-

ily on discussion, the quality and quantity of student posts become assessment

material. Assignments or exams are reviewed separately; all are averaged, along

with participation, at the end of the class.

We also use rubrics to assess student performance. Rubrics, when posted in the

course, can assist students with their self-assessments by allowing them to com-

pare their own performance against the performance standards established by the

instructor. This is particularly useful in assessing participation in discussions—an

area that is often more subjectively assessed than performance on a particular as-

signment. We use the following fairly simple standards to create a discussion rubric

and then build a more substantive rubric from there:

A = Synthesis level work. The student is demonstrating the ability to evaluate

course material and apply it, thus leading to the development of new knowl-

edge.

B = Analytic level work. The student demonstrates the ability to critically ana-

lyze material, but application is lacking or inconsistent.

C = Summary level work. The student demonstrates that course material has

been read, but little to no evidence of analysis or application exists.

Exhibit 10.1 is an example of a discussion rubric that incorporates these principles.

If an instructor wants to include examinations and quizzes in the assessment

of student performance, additional planning must be made. Most course man-

agement systems allow for the creation of online tests and quizzes, with the added

feature of allowing students to receive immediate feedback on correct answers. The

results of these tests and quizzes are usually stored in an encrypted data file that is

not accessible to students. Consequently, an instructor can be relatively assured
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Criteria Non-Performance Basic Proficient Distinguished

Includes and applies
relevant course con-
cepts, theories, or ma-
terials correctly with
citation of sources

Responds to fellow
learners, relating the
discussion to relevant
course concepts and
providing substantive
feedback.

Applies relevant pro-
fessional, personal, or
other real-world expe-
riences.

Supports position
with applicable re-
sources beyond as-
signed reading.

Summarizes relevant
course concepts, theo-
ries, or materials. Pro-
vides citation some of
the time.

Responds to fellow
learners without relat-
ing discussion to the
relevant course con-
cepts. Provides feed-
back, but it is not
substantive.

Contributes some pro-
fessional, personal, or
other real-world expe-
riences that may or
may not relate to
course content.

Establishes relevant
position but does min-
imal outside research.

Applies and analyzes
relevant course con-
cepts, theories, or ma-
terials correctly.
Provides citation most
of the time.

Responds to fellow
learners, relating the
discussion to relevant
course concepts. Feed-
back is substantive
most of the time.

Applies relevant pro-
fessional, personal, or
other real-world expe-
riences.

Consistently supports
position with addi-
tional resources.

Evaluates and synthe-
sizes course concepts,
theories, or materials
correctly, using exam-
ples or supporting evi-
dence. Consistently
provides citation.

Responds to fellow
learners, relating the
discussion to relevant
course concepts and
consistently extends
the dialogue through
provision of substan-
tive feedback.

Applies relevant pro-
fessional, personal, or
other real-world expe-
riences and extends
the dialogue by re-
sponding to the exam-
ples of peers.

Validates position
with applicable re-
sources and supports
the learning of others
through the contribu-
tion of additional re-
sources.

Does not explain rele-
vant course concepts,
theories, or materials.
Does not provide cita-
tion of sources.

Does not respond to
fellow learners.

Does not contribute
professional, personal,
or other real-world
experiences.

Does not establish rel-
evant position.

Exhibit 10.1.
Discussion Grading Rubric.
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that once students take an exam, they will be unable to alter the results. The in-

structor cannot be certain, however, that the student whose name appears on the

exam is the person who actually took it. Consequently, some instructors have used

proctored testing sites, either on campus or in remote locations, to gain some as-

surance that this form of cheating will not occur. In addition, instructors have

made arrangements to use remote facilities in courses in which lab work is neces-

sary. This allows for the online teaching of science courses, as well as courses that

require face-to-face contact, such as courses in counseling techniques. Other tech-

niques include laboratory exercises on videotapes or CD-ROMs that are sent to

the participants, as well as computer-based simulations. Once again, however, we

issue a caution: including such materials assumes that students can receive and

work with them. Instructors must either make the use of these materials a condi-

tion of enrollment in the course or adapt them for those who, for whatever rea-

son, cannot use them.

Using Collaborative Assessment
The assessment of student assignments in an online course should not be the job

of the instructor alone. Students should be asked to assess their own performance

and to receive feedback from each other throughout the course. Developing skills

in giving effective feedback and in self-assessment can be useful in the promotion

of collaborative and transformative learning. Wiggins (1998), in his book Educative

Assessment, gives further credence to the use of ongoing feedback when he states:

“The receipt and use of feedback must be an ongoing, routine part of assessment.

The reason for making feedback concurrent with performing is that this is the only

way students can learn to self-assess continually and then self-adjust their intel-

lectual performance, just as musicians, artists, athletes, and other performers con-

tinually self-assess and self-adjust” (pp. 59–60).

We are describing a form of 360-degree feedback, as it is termed in the business

world (London and Beatty, 1993). In a business organization, an employee receiv-

ing such feedback compares anonymous feedback from a superior, subordinates,

and peers with self-perception of performance. In the online course, self-perception

is compared against feedback from the instructor and peers—feedback that may

be private but not anonymous. This feedback can be delivered to a participant pri-

vately, through the use of e-mail or private postings on the discussion board, or it

can be posted on the course site for the group to see and review. If the latter ap-
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proach is used, the instructor needs to feel comfortable that adequate trust exists

within the group, that feedback is professionally delivered, and that it will promote

continuous quality improvement and enhancement of the learning process. Al-

though feedback on performance can be shared in this way, grades, which are a

private concern, should never be posted to a public discussion board.

Brookfield (1995) discusses the importance of taking into account the students’

perception of their own progress. What seems like minimal progress to an in-

structor may be a major leap in a student’s eyes. Consequently, students’ self-as-

sessment regarding the amount of learning gained and learning objectives achieved

is often just as important, or more so, than the instructor’s opinion of their work.

The following is an example of the type of self-assessment we seek:

I have learned—I have so much to learn!

I have learned—Online communication gives a whole new meaning to

“reading between the lines!”

I have learned—Even if it feels bad, it might not be bad. Growing pains?:-)

I have learned—How rich and wonderful are the perspectives of others!

Thank you to all of you for being partners and teachers! Judy

And another example:

My experience in this program has really been an exercise in trust. Trust-

ing myself, trusting others and trusting in the process. I now have a

clearer understanding of the “trust” concept thanks to Johnson & John-

son. It was a light-bulb moment for me when I read Johnson’s & Johnson’s

assertion that, “Trust exists in relationships, not in someone’s personal-

ity.” (Johnson & Johnson, p. 132) This was significant for me because I was

often confused about my ability to trust easily in certain situations, (e.g.

this course, my women’s empowerment group) and not others (e.g. with

certain work colleagues). My experience in [this group] also reinforced

another of Johnson’s & Johnson’s thoughts about trust, “Initial trusting

and trustworthy actions within a group can create a self-fulfilling

prophecy.” (Johnson & Johnson, p. 132)

At mid-term, [this group] was described as somewhat of an enigma –

that our group development path didn’t necessarily conform to a tradi-

tional model. I embrace the fact that we carved our own path and have
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created some synergies. I know that both the text and the interaction

with my fellow group members continue to be revealing to me (about

me?!) and for that, I am grateful. Linda

Collaborative assignments should be assessed collaboratively. Often we ask our

students to send a private e-mail with a self-assessment of their performance in

the group along with an assessment of the performance of their teammates with

a grade assigned. Generally, we will use those assessments in conjunction with a

group grade for the final product of the collaboration.

Additional Assessment Considerations
Additional considerations in assessing student assignments in an online course are

the needs and learning objectives students identified at the start of the course, their

educational level, their familiarity with technology and online learning (and any

problems that may have occurred as they adjusted to the use of technology), and

issues related to writing. Finally, the assessment of participation is critical.

Because we use a learner-centered approach in the online classroom, assessment

of student assignments must take into account how well the assignment met the

learning needs of the participant. Requesting that students give us feedback on the

utility of an assignment in their learning process assists us with ongoing evalua-

tion of the course as well. We have received feedback such as, “This was a great case

to work with. It stimulated my thinking.” However, receiving feedback such as, “I

didn’t find the question of the week very interesting and I really had to push my-

self to say anything,” also gives us a great deal of information about how well we

are meeting the learning objectives of a particular student and what kinds of ad-

justments need to be made in order to make the class more challenging.

As feedback is provided to students, it is once again important to consider their

level of experience educationally and in the online environment. Some students

may take longer to become involved in the online discussion if they are experi-

encing technical difficulties or adjusting to the use of technology for the first time.

These students should be encouraged through feedback about the progress they

are making in this regard and not penalized in their assessments because they are

not as technologically adept as others in the group.

Except in the submission of assignments, we usually do not comment on the

mechanics of writing as they pertain to online posts. Because students frequently
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compose their posts while online, they are likely to make spelling and grammar

errors. Students for whom English is not their primary language may have nu-

merous writing errors in their posts. We have found that encouraging students to

post without editing promotes spontaneity and liveliness in the discussion. When

students are concerned about being corrected for the spelling and grammar in their

posts, they may not post as often or may become uncomfortable and discouraged

with the medium. However, if a student’s writing is such that the student is unable

to convey his or her thoughts well online, or if other students express concern

about their ability to understand, then the instructor should make contact with

the student privately and suggest ways in which the student can receive writing as-

sistance. At the very least, the student should be encouraged to compose responses

in a word processing program, where he or she can check spelling and grammar

more easily prior to posting.

Significant weight must be placed on the level and quality of participation in

an online course, which is not true in a traditional face-to-face course. We have

discussed the importance of establishing participation guidelines at the onset. Hav-

ing established guidelines, we have a responsibility to follow up and assess the

quantity and quality of participation at the close of the course when we award

grades, if letter grades are an institutional requirement. Many course management

systems allow an instructor to request reports of how many times and when stu-

dents have accessed the course site, whether they posted or not. If this is not built

into the software, an instructor may choose to count the number of posts per stu-

dent as a means of evaluating attendance and level of participation. These meas-

ures are particularly useful in academic institutions requiring attendance reports

from instructors at the close of a term.

Good participation should be recognized and subsequently rewarded, and in-

structors must feel comfortable with the added weight that must be placed on this

element of the course. A department chair, who had taught only one course on-

line and whose responsibility was to review all course syllabi in his department,

established a requirement for all instructors that the maximum weight permitted

for the grading of class participation be 10 percent. Discussion with him revealed

that he thought it was punitive to quieter students to demand more participation.

He had a difficult time understanding that in the online classroom, posting to the

course site represents the bulk of the course. He also admitted that his first online

course had been a dismal failure due to lack of participation. The “quieter students”
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in an online course are simply not there. Following our conversation, he agreed to

reconsider his decision and allow online instructors the leeway to establish par-

ticipation guidelines that make sense for that medium.

Aligning Assessment with Course Design
One critical factor in assessment that is often overlooked is the need to link course

design and assessment. In other words, assessment should fit the context of the

course, align with learning objectives and the competencies that the instructor

wants to see learners achieve, and fit with the types of activities in which the learn-

ers are engaged. For example, an instructor would not want to assess a collabora-

tive small group project through the use of a test or quiz, but that might be useful

in helping students see how much they had gotten from the reading for a course.

The use of authentic assessments, or simulated real-life application of material,

can help achieve alignment in that these types of assessments directly address out-

comes and competencies for the course. Assessment should not be seen as a sepa-

rate, cumbersome task but should flow from course activities (Morgan and

O’Reilly, 1999). When assessment is in alignment with the course as a whole,

learner satisfaction with the online learning experience increases significantly and

instructor worries over potential cheating decreases due to the authenticity of the

material produced by the learners.

COURSE EVALUATION

Many academic institutions require a course evaluation format that is standard-

ized across the organization. These evaluation forms rarely address whether a class

has supported students in achieving their learning objectives. Instead, they tend to

evaluate whether the student liked the instructor or the course (Brookfield, 1995).

Particularly in the case of adjunct instructors, these evaluations are used to deter-

mine whether the instructor will be retained to teach again and are more a meas-

ure of popularity than of learning achievement.

Given the nature of the online course and the myriad goals it is attempting to

achieve, this type of course evaluation form is not very useful in determining

whether the course was successful in achieving the course objectives. However, it

will tell us whether students enjoyed learning in this fashion. In addition, the in-
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terpretation of the data received is at issue because of the technology being used

to deliver the course. We now turn to the elements of a good course evaluation in

the online environment, as well as the elements that need to be taken into account

as that evaluation is interpreted.

Elements of Course Evaluations in the Online Classroom
At the beginning of this chapter, we discussed the importance of using formative

evaluation in the online classroom. Questions need to be asked throughout to de-

termine how students are experiencing the course, the mode of instruction, and

the online environment. At a minimum, these types of questions need to be asked

of students midway through the course and again at the end. Based on the answers,

instructors need to be prepared to alter the direction of the course to make it more

responsive to the needs of the learners.

Participants are often unwilling to be completely honest about their evaluation

of a course or an instructor due to fear of repercussions (Brookfield, 1995). Con-

sequently, the willingness of participants to be honest will relate to whether a trust-

ing, cohesive community among the learners has been established—one that

includes the instructor as an equal member. The following responses to questions

evaluating an online course at its conclusion are indicative that trust has been de-

veloped and that students are willing, at least to some degree, to be honest about

their experience in the course.

I loved this class! It gave me the freedom to come to class when I wanted

and not have to look at that ugly teacher for another class. I think that

teaching a class through this medium forces people to learn to commu-

nicate through words, and gives them confidence in what they are say-

ing. In a classroom some people are afraid to speak because of the

thought of being wrong, but here they have no choice, saying nothing is

wrong. For me this class allowed me to sleep when I wanted to and study

when I wanted. At a university that is as controlling as [ours] is this class

was the complete opposite. We all had the freedom that [our university]

does not want us to have, to come and go as we please. Mason

Another shortcoming I saw in the class was the actual work itself. It was

difficult to discuss one question for a whole week. Sometimes an 

Student Assessment and Course Evaluation 217

c10.qxd  5/28/07  1:04 PM  Page 217



expression of our views was all that was required. Once my thoughts

were posted, there wasn’t much more to say. With that, I would like to

express my thanks to the instructors for trying to keep the ball rolling

every week. More variety would have made for a more interesting class.

I liked the group work. It was different to collaborate to achieve a com-

mon goal instead of expressing individual opinions. I realize that this

medium has certain limitations but other group projects would have

been fun. . . . I didn’t like the confusion we experienced when choosing

teams. I know that it was mostly the students’ fault but that was one sit-

uation where it would have been easier to have everyone together in a

room. . . . I was also disappointed with the user interface. I thought it was

a bit outdated. That is a tedious complaint and should receive no real at-

tention, but I thought I would share my view. Jason

When students are given the opportunity to provide course and instructor feed-

back anonymously in a face-to-face classroom, they sometimes feel comfortable

being painfully honest about their experiences in the class. The difference here is

that the feedback is being owned and shared by the participants. Clearly, these stu-

dents felt that their opinions and feedback would be used in the spirit in which

they were delivered—to work toward continuous improvement of the class and

instructional methods they had just experienced. The honesty with which these

thoughts are delivered indicates that trust has developed in the group and with the

instructor. The comments demonstrate the achievement of the more important

learning objectives for the class.

Interpretation of the Feedback
The difficulty with receiving feedback such as that presented in the previous sec-

tion lies in its reception. The instructor and the institution should receive and in-

terpret it without assuming that the course has been a failure. Stephen Brookfield

(1995) comments on this phenomenon.

Many teachers take an understandable pride in their craft wisdom and

knowledge. They want to be good at what they do, and consequently,

set great store by students’ evaluations of their teaching. When these

are less than perfect—as is almost inevitable—teachers assume the

Building Online Learning Communities218

c10.qxd  5/28/07  1:04 PM  Page 218



worst. All those evaluations that are complimentary are forgotten,

those that are negative assume disproportionate significance. Indeed,

the inference is often made that bad evaluations must, by definition,

be written by students with heightened powers of pedagogic discrim-

ination. Conversely, good evaluations are thought to be produced by

students who are half-asleep [p. 17].

As we think about the receipt of feedback, it is important to consider the addi-

tional constraints that the online classroom provides. In a face-to-face classroom,

an instructor can fairly easily establish a sense of presence. Students can see them

and interact with them. One instructor may be active and lively. Another may tell

lots of stories and jokes; yet another may be more somber and serious. When stu-

dents evaluate a course in which they see the instructor in action, they cannot help

but take these factors into account. In an online classroom, however, the instructor

is represented predominantly by text. Just as with their students, an instructor’s

engagement with the material and the course is demonstrated through the number,

length, and quality of his or her posts. In many cases, the students and instructor

may never meet. The physical manifestation of the instructor may be a photograph

on a homepage. Although this creates a difficult evaluation process, it also serves,

on some level, to make the feedback received from students more valuable, as it

relates directly to their experience of the course and the material they have stud-

ied rather than reflecting the personality of the instructor. The degree to which the

instructor can successfully establish his or her social, teaching, and cognitive pres-

ence (Garrison, Anderson, and Archer, 2000) should be part of what is being eval-

uated by students, and questions that address those elements should be included

in a good course evaluation.

Brookfield (1995) recommends soliciting a letter to successors as a form of eval-

uation for a course. He asks his students to write letters to the next group of stu-

dents who will take the course, offering advice and suggestions for preparation.

We have used this technique online as well and find that even though students are

either posting these letters to the course site or e-mailing them to us, the idea that

they are communicating with another student, even fictitiously, frees them up to

be more honest about their course experiences—sometimes painfully so! We have

used these letters to help us rethink a course or course activities and find this tech-

nique to be extremely useful.
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PROGRAM EVALUATION

The last but certainly not the least important area in need of evaluation is the on-

line program itself. Ideally, good planning and thinking have gone into the cre-

ation of an online program. But even when this is not the case, it is important to

receive feedback from participants on their overall experience of working online

through the institution. It is important to determine how well the technology

worked for them and whether they received the technical support they needed, as

well as solicit any suggestions they might have for additional courses to be offered

online. Not only do participants need to be involved in this level of evaluation but

also faculty should also provide feedback on their experience of teaching in the

online environment and offer what they feel is needed to improve it.

Program evaluation begins with the planning phase of an educational program

and concludes with follow-up studies to determine the program’s effectiveness. At

its core is an attempt to determine the value of the educational program being of-

fered (Caffarella, 2002). Given this, all constituents involved with the program need

to be involved with its evaluation. In the case of the online program, the con-

stituents include the participants, the faculty, and the institution through which

the program was delivered. The three groups have different needs and concerns,

however, that should be reviewed.

For participants, ease of access to the program, smooth, seamless delivery, in-

structor involvement, and availability of immediate support are generally of great-

est concern. In addition, the breadth of the program, meaning the numbers and

types of courses available, is important.

Faculty are also concerned with the ease of access and smooth delivery of the

course. They, too, expect to receive support when needed. However, the greatest

need for faculty in online learning is the availability of training to support their

work online. The training they receive should not be limited to the technology used

for course delivery but should include the pedagogy involved in online teaching.

Institutions offering online distance learning programs need to ask faculty what

their needs are in order to improve their work and offer courses that are of high

quality. Which courses would faculty like to see offered online? Is there a need to

assess student appropriateness for online courses? If so, how will this occur?

Currently, institutions tend to take all students who express an interest in or de-

sire to participate in online work, as long as they meet internal academic require-

ments. Few institutions are assessing the appropriateness of a given student to

Building Online Learning Communities220

c10.qxd  5/28/07  1:04 PM  Page 220



participate in this medium. The following self-assessment appears on the website

of De Anza College in Cupertino, California, but can be found on many sites on

the Internet to help students determine whether they should participate in online

learning. It has been adapted by a number of other institutions along the way, but

thus far it is the only one we have encountered.

�
How well would Distance Learning courses fit your circumstances and

lifestyle? Circle an answer for each question and score as directed below.

Answer honestly—no one will see this but you! (Adapted from “Are

Telecourses For Me?” and printed in the PBS-Adult Learning Service

The Agenda, Spring, 1994, this questionnaire was developed by the

Northern Virginia Community College Extended Learning Institute.)

1. My need to take this course now is:

a. High—I need it immediately for a specific goal.

b. Moderate—I could take it on campus later or substitute another course.

c. Low—it could be postponed.

2. Feeling that I am part of a class is:

a. Not particularly necessary to me.

b. Somewhat important to me.

c. Very important to me.

3. I would classify myself as someone who:

a. Often get things done ahead of time.

b. Needs reminding to get things done on time.

c. Puts things off until the last minute or doesn’t complete them.

4. Classroom discussion is:

a. Rarely helpful to me.

b. Sometimes helpful to me.

c. Almost always helpful to me.

5. When an instructor hands out directions for an assignment, I prefer:

a. Figuring out the instructions myself.

b. Trying to follow the directions on my own, then asking for help as needed.

c. Having the instructions explained to me.

6. I need faculty comments on my assignments:

a. Within a few weeks, so I can review what I did.
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b. Within a few days, or I forget what I did.

c. Right away, or I get very frustrated.

7. Considering my professional and personal schedule, the amount of time I have

to work on a Distance Learning course is:

a. More than enough for an on campus course.

b. The same as for a class on campus.

c. Less than for a class on campus.

8. Coming to campus on a regular schedule is:

a. Extremely difficult for me—I have commitments (work, family, or personal)

during times when classes are offered.

b. A little difficult, but I can rearrange my priorities to allow for regular at-

tendance on campus.

c. Easy for me.

9. As a reader, I would classify myself as:

a. Good—I usually understand the text without help.

b. Average—I sometimes need help to understand the text.

c. Slower than average.

10. When I need help understanding the subject:

a. I am comfortable approaching an instructor to ask for clarification.

b. I am uncomfortable approaching an instructor, but do it anyway.

c. I never approach an instructor to admit I don’t understand something.

Scoring

Add 3 points for each “a” that you circled, 2 for each “b,” and 1 for each

“c.” If you scored 20 or over, a distance learning course is a real possi-

bility for you. If you scored between 11 and 20, distance learning

courses may work for you, but you may need to make a few adjust-

ments in your schedule and study habits to succeed. If you scored 10

or less, distance learning may not currently be the best alternative for

you; talk to your counselor.

Explanations

1. Distance Learning students sometimes neglect their courses be-

cause of personal or professional circumstances. Having a com-
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pelling reason for taking the course helps motivate the student to

stick with the course.

2. Some students prefer the independence of Distance Learning;

others find the independence uncomfortable and miss being part

of the classroom experience.

3. Distance Learning courses give students greater freedom of

scheduling, but they can require more self-discipline than on-

campus classes.

4. Some people learn best by interacting with other students and in-

structors. Others learn better by listening, reading and reviewing

on their own. Some Distance Learning courses provide less op-

portunity for group interaction than most on-campus courses.

5. Distance Learning requires you to work from written directions.

6. It may take as long as two to three weeks to get comments back

from your instructor in Distance Learning classes.

7. Distance Learning requires at least as much time as on-campus

courses. Students surveyed say that Distance Learning courses are

as hard or harder than on campus courses.

8. Most people who are successful with Distance Learning find it

difficult to come to campus on a regular basis because of their

work/family/personal schedules.

9. Print materials are the primary source of directions and informa-

tion in Distance Learning courses.

10. Students who do well in Distance Learning courses are usually

comfortable contacting the instructor as soon as they need help

with the course.

Not all students will be successful in online learning. This self-assessment is one

attempt at helping students decide whether this form of learning is appropriate

for them. As mentioned earlier in the case of the student with no technical expe-

rience, however, even students with minimal technical expertise or who have not

done particularly well in a face-to-face classroom may do well online. Another way,

then, to establish appropriateness is to empower faculty to make that decision early

in the course and enable them to move the student to a face-to-face situation
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should that be in the student’s best interest. Furthermore, as students apply for ad-

mission to an online program or course, someone should discuss with them the

rigors involved with this form of study, as well as the orientation to the demands

of online learning. The use of well-developed online orientation courses can pro-

vide another screening device for students. A student who cannot successfully com-

plete an online orientation course is not likely to be successful in the remainder of

the program online.

It should not be assumed that all students can succeed in an online course; not all

students succeed in a face-to-face environment. Institutional investment in this type

of screening and orientation will provide benefits down the line. A continuous lack

of success in an online program can reflect on the institution, resulting in lower en-

rollments and a perception that the online program is of poor quality. Therefore,

these types of considerations are critical to the institutional planning of online

coursework, as well as the evaluation of the effectiveness of the program.

Finally, institutions may want to consider the use of focus groups and strategic

thinking with the students and the facilitators of online classes; focus groups should

be conducted by someone outside the participating group. The use of this type of

evaluative technique can provide the institution with valuable information from all

sectors that can be used for the purpose of continuous quality improvement.

FINAL THOUGHTS

We cannot place enough emphasis on the importance of evaluating all aspects of

the online course, from the performance of individual students to the effective-

ness of the course and instructor to the effectiveness of the overall program. The

ongoing use of good evaluation assists in expanding online programs and course

offerings in a more deliberate way and helps attract students to this medium. Eval-

uation is an important component of good planning. It provides a feedback loop

in the planning process that enables us to “walk our talk.” As we ask our partici-

pants to reflect on the ways they have changed through their involvement in an

online course, so should we ask ourselves how we might transform and improve

our teaching and delivery of online classes and programs. This medium does not

allow us to become complacent. It is developing much too rapidly for instructors

and institutions to become too comfortable with their existing online programs.
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Therefore, we owe it to our students and ourselves to keep abreast of the changes

as they occur, be prepared to accept feedback, both positive and negative, and adapt

our approaches and programs to the needs of our learners. In this learner-centered

environment, this is the only approach that makes sense.

QUESTIONS TO CONSIDER IN STUDENT, 
COURSE, AND PROGRAM EVALUATION

The following is a sample of evaluation questions that might be used both mid-

way and at the end of an online course to evaluate course effectiveness, the expe-

rience of online learning for the participants, and self-evaluation of the

participants’ perceptions of how well they achieved their learning objectives. This

is not meant to be an exhaustive list but rather to stimulate thinking regarding the

types of questions that might be asked in order to move beyond the traditional

forms of evaluation. Many authors have written on the topics of course, student,

and program evaluation. Three have, in part, inspired this list of questions: Stephen

Brookfield (1995), Rosemary Caffarella (2002), and Grant Wiggins (1998). We en-

courage readers interested in moving in new directions with evaluation to review

their work.

Student Evaluation

What was most useful to me in my learning process? What was least useful?

Did I achieve my learning objectives in this course? If yes, what did I achieve?

If no, what got in the way of achieving those objectives?

What did I learn about my own learning process by taking this course? How did

I change as a learner through my involvement with this course?

Do I feel that what I learned in and through this course will have application

in other areas of my life? If so, where will I apply this knowledge?

How well did I participate in this course? Am I satisfied with my level and qual-

ity of participation?

Did I see myself as an active member of the group? Did I contribute adequately

to collaborative assignments?

How would I evaluate my performance in this class overall?
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Course and Instructor Evaluation

How well did the class meet your needs as a student?

How did you feel about the mode of instruction?

Did you feel that the instructor was responsive to you and the rest of the group?

How do you feel overall about online learning?

What did you see as the strengths of this class?

What recommendations would you make to the instructor of this course to im-

prove it?

What advice would you give to future students who will take this course online?

Program Evaluation

How easy was it to access the course site?

How easy was it to navigate the course site once it was accessed?

Did you have any concerns about the software used?

Were you able to receive technical support when needed? How would you eval-

uate the quality of that support?

Do you feel that the online program should be expanded? Reduced? Kept about

the same?

If you think the program should be expanded, what additional courses would

you like to see offered?

Are you enrolled in an online degree program? How well is that program meet-

ing your learning needs? What suggestions would you make to improve the

quality of the program?
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Lessons Learned 
and a Look Ahead

Online learning continues to be a growing phenomenon. When

we wrote the first edition of this book, some people were dis-

mayed by this fact; they believed this signaled the end of traditional

classroom education as we know it. Others feared that as more and

more courses appeared online the need for faculty would disappear.

We have attempted to dispel some of those fears through the presen-

tation of the form of pedagogy required for this mode of instruc-

tion—electronic pedagogy.

Distance learning will not replace the traditional classroom. However, it con-

tinues to appeal to growing numbers of nontraditional, and now traditional, stu-

dents for a number of reasons, the main one being that the structure and confines

of the traditional classroom simply do not work for many.

Electronic pedagogy does not advocate the elimination of faculty in the delivery

of online courses. In fact, just the opposite is true. We are promoting the develop-

ment of new approaches and skills for faculty so that their teaching online might

be more effective. Electronic pedagogy is not about fancy software packages or sim-

ple course conversion. It is about developing the skills involved with community

building among a group of learners so as to maximize the benefits and potential

that this medium holds in the educational arena. In this final chapter, we summa-

rize and review the important lessons we have learned through our experience of

teaching online. We highlight the unanswered questions with which institutions
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continue to struggle as this phenomenon grows. Finally, we take a look ahead, sug-

gesting implications and potential future directions for this work.

THE SIX ESSENTIAL ELEMENTS

At the conclusion of Chapter One, we offered six elements that we feel are critical

to the success of distance learning: honesty, responsiveness, relevance, respect, open-

ness, and empowerment. Although these are simple concepts, without any one of

them a virtual learning community cannot function. We now discuss each of these

in terms of its importance in the creation of a learning community and the con-

tribution each makes to a successful outcome in an online learning experience.

Honesty
In order for participants to connect with each other, there must be a sense of safety

and trust. Participants must feel comfortable that the others in the group are who

they say they are and that they will post messages that provide open, honest feed-

back. In addition, participants must feel that their posts will be received in an at-

mosphere of caring, connection, and trust. If all of this is to occur, members of the

online group must be honest with each other, and with the instructor or facilita-

tor as well. If members of the group sense that the instructor is not being honest

with them, they will have difficulty being honest with each other. Although hon-

est feedback is sometimes difficult to hear, when delivered respectfully, it is criti-

cal to the development of an online learning community and to the transformative

nature of this type of learning.

Responsiveness
An online learning community simply cannot exist unless members respond to

each other. The instructor must respond quickly to the participants and be involved

in the exchange. Unlike the face-to-face educational environment, learning in the

online classroom only occurs when the participants interact with each other and

with the instructor. Through interactions with each other, the members of the

group create an understanding of the material they are struggling with together.

They are mutually responsible for the acquisition of knowledge.

In addition, the importance of collaboration in achieving learning outcomes

hinges on the group’s ability to work with and respond to each other. Dialogue be-
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tween a given student and the instructor simply is not enough. Faculty members

who have never taught an online course have asked us, “Isn’t this just like a corre-

spondence course?” The interaction between and collaboration with other mem-

bers of the group significantly distinguishes online distance learning from a

correspondence course, even though online distance learning derives its roots there.

The responsiveness of the instructor to the needs and concerns of the partici-

pants is also a crucial element. If participants are struggling with the technology

or with each other, the instructor should be prepared to quickly intervene. While an

online course is in process, an instructor is on duty several days out of each week,

not just while class is in session. This is not a responsibility to be taken lightly, ei-

ther by faculty or by their institutions.

Relevance
The beauty of online distance learning is its ability to bring life in the outside world

into the classroom. In order for students to get their “hands around” the topic they

are studying, it must have some relevance for them. Relating the subject matter to

their life experiences and being encouraged to seek out and share real-life exam-

ples to illustrate it only enhances the learning outcome. This practice also begins

to promote a sense of being an expert when it comes to the learning process. Every

participant has something relevant to share with the group, whether it is a story

from their workplace or family life or a pertinent case example. Encouraging stu-

dents to bring their experiences into the online classroom helps the entire group

in the meaning-making process.

Respect
In order to coalesce as a learning community, members need to feel as though they

are being respected as people. This begins with an initial welcome to the group and

continues through the respectful receipt of their posts and the receipt of con-

structive and expansive feedback on the material they present. Students need to

feel as though they are equal participants in the learning process. The instructor

holds no more power in the learning process than they do. Even the assessment,

evaluation, and grading processes can be shared with the group. The creation and

maintenance of an online learning community works best when the instructor re-

linquishes power to the group and, as we like to state it, gets into the sandbox and

plays as an equal. This demonstrates that the instructor understands that students
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are learners who will, given the opportunity, pursue knowledge and meaning with

only gentle guidance. If we demonstrate this type of respect for our students, they

will respond in kind.

Another indicator of respect is the willingness of the members of the group to

preserve its sanctity. In other words, members of the group keep confidential any

information of a personal nature that a member may choose to share online. Every

effort is made to keep “lurkers” from entering the group without the members’

consent. Postings made by one member will not be shared in another forum with-

out consent. Members agree to maintain a code of ethics, including an agreement

not to harass or stalk another member. Issues of basic respect for other human be-

ings are magnified in this environment and must not be assumed. Guidelines ne-

gotiated by the group need to include the requirement that everyone show respect

for the other participants.

Openness
Although related to the topic of honesty, openness relates more to the environ-

ment created within the group and is a product of the ability to be honest with and

have respect for each other. In an atmosphere of openness, students can feel free

to share their thoughts and feelings without fear of retribution. In an open, online

classroom, students should not be afraid that their grade will be affected by the

nature of their opinions. Again, this represents the ability of all participants to give

and receive feedback with respect and the confidence that it will be received in the

spirit with which it was offered. If an atmosphere of safety and trust has been suc-

cessfully created, members can feel confident that, if they are open with one an-

other, only positive outcomes will result.

Empowerment
A sense of empowerment is both a crucial element and a desired outcome of par-

ticipation in an online learning community. In a learner-centered environment,

the learner is truly the expert when it comes to his or her own learning. Conse-

quently, participants take on new roles and responsibilities in the learning process

and should be encouraged to pursue knowledge wherever that path takes them.

We hope that once students experience this form of learning, it will follow them

and provide them with a new foundation from which to experience other forms

of learning. In the construction of a transformative learning environment, the par-
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ticipants gain a new view of themselves and a new sense of confidence in their abil-

ity to interact with knowledge.

One of our participants summed up the importance of all of these elements in

the formation of a successful learning community:

We find honesty, responsibility, trust and mutually respective behavior—

traits that are all too rare in our increasingly paranoid and hostile culture.

This medium, then, is where we can turn the tide. Through computer

communication, we quickly evolved from individuals embedded in their

separateness into community. [This course] celebrates the community

spirit of wholeness and connection. Cyd

Not only are these traits rare in our culture, they are rarely related to our edu-

cational experiences. Just as we hope that students will carry these elements with

them into other learning experiences, we also hope that faculty will do the same;

electronic pedagogy is the use of our best teaching practices regardless of setting.

THE ESSENCE OF ONLINE LEARNING: COMMUNITY

Without the purposeful formation of an online learning community in online

learning, we are doing nothing new and different. In giving us feedback on our

earliest online course, Don MacIntyre, former president of Fielding Graduate Uni-

versity, commented: “In talking about distance learning, I keep stressing that our

focus is on the learning process and not the technology. Many institutions are

jumping on the technology bandwagon so as to become a part of the information

superhighway. In doing so, their goal is to use the technology to transmit a tired

and stale pedagogy over fiber optic cable—as if the fiber optic cable will somehow

transform the pedagogy.”

The development of a learning community in the distance education process

involves developing new approaches to education and new skills in its delivery.

When we present this concept to faculty members, they often comment that this

is not new information to them—that they are familiar with these practices. Why,

then, do we see so many online learning programs and classes that rely on the tech-

nology to create a new environment for learning rather than employing the skills

of community building in the classroom? We believe the answer lies in the fact that

many instructors have not looked closely at the online learning environment and
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what it demands in order to create a successful learning outcome. Our efforts to

incorporate community building into the process cannot be assumed but must be

much more purposeful in this medium.

The creation of a learning community supports and encourages knowledge ac-

quisition. It creates a sense of excitement about learning together and renews the

passion involved with exploring new realms in education. The collaboration in-

volved in learning together in this way truly creates a sense of synergy, as Stephen

Covey (1989) describes it, or a chemistry between people that creates an atmos-

phere of excitement and passion for learning and working together. The total out-

come of knowledge acquired and shared is far greater than what would be

generated through independent, individual engagement with the material. The

bonus is the newly developing sense of self and sense of empowerment that ac-

companies the process. The power of community is great. The power of a learn-

ing community is even greater, as it supports the intellectual as well as personal

growth and development of its members.

However, because this is still a relatively new and developing area of education

with almost daily technological changes, as well as rapid growth and expansion, there

continue to be many issues that surface in distance education and remain unresolved

and unanswered. We often comment that the field of online learning as we know it

today is in its infancy—many forget that the World Wide Web did not exist until

1995 and that the use of the Web to deliver education began shortly thereafter. Some

of the continuing issues relate to the work required to develop a learning commu-

nity online; others relate to the infrastructure required to support it. By the time this

book is published, some of these issues are sure to be resolved. However, we are cer-

tain that as this field continues to develop, others will emerge to take their place. In

the next section, we discuss some of the issues as we see them currently. In so doing,

we are striving to create points for further discussion rather than offering solutions.

UNRESOLVED ISSUES AND UNANSWERED QUESTIONS

Many institutions have entered the distance learning arena because they think it

makes economic sense for them. The hope has been to attract new nontraditional

students, as defined by age, marital status, or employment status, to the academic

market. The attempt has been to capture a group of students who might not oth-
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erwise attend classes in a traditional setting. However, what we are finding through

our own classes, and what universities are noting, is that this form of education

also attracts students in residence on campuses who may also be attending tradi-

tional face-to-face classes. They are younger and may be attracted to these classes

for very different reasons. Many residential students enroll in online learning

courses for convenience. But others simply prefer to learn online. They may have

experienced this form of learning in high school. In addition, they may appreciate

the increased level of individual attention from instructors in online courses, and

the fact that they can spend more time reflecting on the content and working on

assignments in alternative ways.

The phenomenon being described here is one we have discussed. The intro-

verted student who may not feel comfortable speaking out or asking for help in a

face-to-face setting may flourish in the online setting, and all students gain the lux-

ury of control over their time while attending classes and the ability to be more

thoughtful about their interactions within those classes (Pratt, 1996). This creates

a set of dilemmas with which academic institutions must grapple. How will insti-

tutions come to terms with the needs of the student who prefers online learning?

How will online courses be offered without jeopardizing face-to-face offerings?

Will faculty need to make a choice between offering one or the other, or will de-

partments and institutions make it possible for those faculty who prefer the on-

line environment and who are adept at this form of teaching to offer both types

of classes? What will the impact of these decisions be on such issues as faculty com-

pensation, faculty recruitment, department and school budgets, and current mar-

keting efforts to attract the nontraditional student, as currently defined, to the

online environment? Although we first raised these questions in 1999, institutions

are still grappling with the answers to them.

Perhaps institutions will devise means by which to assess which courses and

programs will be appropriate for online delivery. And there may be a need to de-

velop student assessments, such as the one offered by De Anza College, to deter-

mine which students would do best in online courses as opposed to face-to-face

instruction. Clearly, the old distinctions between market segments are blurring. As

a result, institutions must rethink their strategies for attracting students to the on-

line environment and develop ways to attract students based on their learning

needs rather than their life status.
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Because of the necessity to rethink our educational strategies, Carol Twigg

(1994a), then of Educom (now known as Educause), an organization devoted to

looking at the transformation of education through information technology, talks

about rethinking our current system of education for the purpose of developing

a new learning infrastructure:

Our current system was developed to serve a different student popu-

lation and is based on old assumptions about teaching (e.g., viewing

the teacher and the classroom as the only delivery method) and learn-

ing (mastery of a body of knowledge as the way to prepare for life).

What was once the most effective and efficient way to teach and

learn—the research university model of faculty who create knowledge

and deliver it to students via lectures—now cracks under the strain of

meeting new learning demands. As an old technology, the traditional

classroom suffers from severe limitations, in both its on-campus and

off-campus versions. We need a better system of learning to enable stu-

dents to acquire knowledge. We need to create a support system for

faculty who want to teach in this new way. [p. 4]

She further states that “our understanding of how people learn is growing, sug-

gesting that increased individualization of the learning process is the way to re-

spond to the diverse learning styles brought by our students as they enter and

re-enter the world of higher education” (Twigg, 1994b, p. 1).

Perhaps the answers to the questions and challenges posed here lie in a change

of focus. In order to successfully accommodate the needs of a diverse body of

learners and to make room for both traditional and nontraditional students, along

with online approaches that may encompass both, institutions should concentrate

their efforts on what learners need and are demanding, as well as what our soci-

ety is demanding of our graduates. It is, as one instructor told us, “the Nordstrom

approach”—a customer-service orientation to education. When academic insti-

tutions truly begin to acknowledge that students are our customers and that their

service needs come first, they will be able to focus on allowing several forms of

knowledge delivery to exist side by side without a sense that one is competing with

the other. It is a broadening of our thinking about education in general that is

needed as institutions move into an increasingly technological future.
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LESSONS LEARNED AND A LOOK TO THE FUTURE

One of the basic requirements for education in the twenty-first century is to pre-

pare students for participation in a knowledge-based economy; knowledge is the

most critical resource for social and economic development. Curricular content

and the approaches to twenty-first-century society are being forged through dis-

cussion and debate in the public, business, and academic sectors. These discus-

sions are happening with growing urgency as technology advances. It becomes

increasingly clear that current educational models, structures, and approaches are

inadequate. Students need new and different information resources, skills, roles,

and relationships. The traditional educational model, based primarily on the con-

cept of the school and the teacher in a classroom as islands, standing alone and not

interconnected with society or other educational institutions, will not generate

competence in a knowledge society (Harasim and others 1996).

The educational opportunities that are created should be responsive to the de-

mands of students and the world in which they work and live. As globalization and

the rapid exchange of information required become more of a reality, the need for

our faculty, institutions, and students to respond to that reality expands. Increas-

ingly, the corporate sector is attempting to shape education by offering incentives

to academic institutions to provide educational opportunities that are more re-

sponsive to corporate needs, and are developing corporate universities to more

closely address those needs. Although online learning is not the sole response to

this reality, it certainly offers a means by which students can practice and acquire

the skills needed to compete. In addition to knowledge acquisition, students learn

about technology through its use. They learn about themselves and their own

learning styles, and about how to collaborate with others in geographically dis-

tributed teams. They learn what it takes to pace themselves in order to get the job

done. As this is occurring, they become increasingly confident in their abilities, feel

empowered to work in a manner that best suits them, and seek out the informa-

tion they need for the task at hand. All of these skills are transferable to the world

of work and gained through participation in an online learning community.

As we stated at the beginning of this chapter, the traditional face-to-face class-

room is not likely to disappear. It continues to serve the needs of many students

and will do so in the future. However, what we have learned from our experience

of facilitating online classes is that regardless of the setting, the creation of
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community greatly enhances the learning experience and the likelihood of suc-

cessful learning outcomes.

EXTENDING COMMUNITY BEYOND THE CLASSROOM

As the research continues to show that the online learning community is an effec-

tive approach to online learning, new applications of the concept have emerged.

Academic institutions, wrestling with the issue of persistence in online courses and

programs, have realized the need to reach out to students at a distance in ways that

may not be necessary on campus. In other words, student services programs are

expanding online, and various means by which a sense of community and con-

nection to the university can be achieved are being attempted. The concept of the

institution as the larger community with smaller neighborhoods within, which we

discussed earlier in the book, applies here; some of the ways in which this concept

is being used include the creation of university-wide discussion forums to enable

distance students to engage in conversation about issues that affect or are of in-

terest to them. Through such forums, colleges and universities are able to offer

what are known as “push and pull” choices or selections; in other words, institu-

tions are “pushing out” reminders, relevant information, and other services as ap-

propriate to students based on “pulled” information gathered from the students

who participate in the discussions or who respond to posted surveys. This allows

institutions to create interactive information exchanges and create just-in-time

services based on expressed need. Consequently, students feel much more engaged

with their institution and are much more likely to stay enrolled. In addition,

smaller “neighborhoods” can be created under the umbrella of the larger com-

munity through the establishment of communities of inquiry or practice. These

neighborhood groups might include students who come together online around

social activities, clubs, or sports or who share academic interests. Faculty also may

become involved in these neighborhood groups.

The extended learning community concept has also been applied in troubled

times. In the wake of Hurricane Katrina in fall 2005, several academic institutions

in the Gulf States were forced to use online means to connect with their students

and to continue the mission of delivering education. For some, such as Delgado

Community College in New Orleans, the significant destruction of their physical

plant pushed them to reemerge as a predominantly online institution. An extended
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online learning community approach through the college’s main website has been

used to reach both students and faculty who have been displaced all over the

United States, allowing them to support one another through this difficult time

and to continue delivering education.

Finally, the learning community approach is proving to be an effective means

by which to provide faculty development and training regarding online teaching.

By putting cohorts of faculty into online training courses with the goal of build-

ing a faculty learning community, not only can faculty learn the techniques of

building community that can be taken into the classroom, but they also develop

their own support network and community that is likely to extend beyond the

training period. Through this extended approach, we have seen faculty use one an-

other as resources as they develop their online courses and invite their peers to re-

view their work as they develop syllabi and activities for online delivery.

IMPLICATIONS FOR INSTRUCTOR TRAINING

Clearly, this work has implications for the training and development of faculty. As

students who intend to teach become more involved in successful online classes in

which the development of a learning community is intentionally built into the

process, their experiences should translate into their own teaching. It is also im-

portant for institutions to include training for their faculty in the process of on-

line learning that is learning-community-oriented as they move into this arena.

Too often, faculty training involves an introduction to the hardware and soft-

ware being used to deliver classes, with no emphasis on process. Just as the tech-

nology used to deliver an online class should become transparent in the learning

process, so should it become transparent in faculty training. Once again, the tech-

nology should only be used as a vehicle to convey the ability to create a collabora-

tive, transformative process. It is only the means by which instructors and students

can connect to form community. By focusing on electronic pedagogy in faculty

training rather than on technology, faculty will become excited about the poten-

tial and power of online learning.

Online education is not the panacea that will cure the ills of education today.

However, if facilitated in a way that incorporates community into the process, it is

a way to promote a generation of empowered learners who can successfully navi-

gate the demands of a knowledge society. As Don MacIntyre stated in observation
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of our first seminar and the work of the Fielding Graduate University involving

distance learning:

We are trying to do what no one else in higher education has done to

date: create a true virtual academic community. . . . You have grappled

sensitively and openly with many of the key issues of a virtual com-

munity. You have brought together “high tech” with “high touch.” You

have demonstrated caring, concern, love, and support for one another.

I doubt if you could find your kind of interchanges taking place in any

other graduate program around the country. It was really beautiful to

behold.

We find that we are touched and moved by our students in every online course

we conduct. This was true when we first wrote this book and is still true today. We

feel that we learn as much or more than they do and that they touch our lives in

ways that are difficult to communicate. Not only are we helping to shape the cre-

ation of empowered, lifelong learners, our participation as equal members of a

group of learners supports us in our own quest for lifelong learning. For us, this

is the power of online distance learning.
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A P P E N D I X  A :  
E X A M P L E S  O F  C O U R S E  S Y L L A B I

JOHN F. KENNEDY UNIVERSITY
SCHOOL OF LIBERAL ARTS
Syllabus: Personality and Psychotherapy
PYC 3200,
4 Units

Instructor. Rena M. Palloff

Phone. (510) 769–1340

E-mail. rpalloff@mindspring.com

Course Meetings. This course is conducted completely online. To enroll in your

course, go to http://courses.jfku.edu and use the keyword “personality” to enroll

yourself in the course.

Objectives and Description
This online course approaches the study of personality in a slightly different man-

ner. The author of our text, Lawrence Pervin, notes that the typical approach to

the study of personality takes the form of the “grand theories” of personality. This

approach, however, does not address current approaches to personality, nor does it

necessarily assist us in knowing how to apply the theories in a therapeutic context.

In addition, being a more traditional approach, it does not account for issues of

gender, culture, or politics in the study of personality, all of which play a signifi-

cant role. Consequently, our approach will be two-pronged. We will read about the
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ways in which personality is studied, both through our text and also through ar-

ticles assigned by me and articles you may find in your research. In addition, you

will form presentation groups, allowing you to explore and present the “grand the-

ories” to one another. In this way, we will have the best of both approaches and will

learn from one another.

1. Become knowledgeable about the major theories and approaches to the

study of personality and their relationship to psychotherapy

2. Evaluate the similarities and differences of the various approaches and the-

ories

3. Become familiar with changes and current developments in the field

4. Critically and creatively evaluate the strengths and limitations of the theo-

ries and practices

5. Examine assumptions about human nature and therapeutic relationships,

with particular attention paid to multicultural approaches

6. Apply the material studied to personal experience and case examples

Required Reading
Pervin, L. (2003). The Science of Personality. New York: Oxford University Press.

Course Reader: Please make sure to order your reader asap from Central Services!

Additional articles assigned by me and researched by you.

Course Format
This course consists of readings, written assignments, small group presentations,

weekly responses and check-ins on the course website. All assignments are posted

on the discussion board as individual topics, with papers and responses posted as

replies to the appropriate topic. Discussion topics will be posted on Sundays and

the discussion week will go from Monday to Monday. Regular participation in the

online dialogue and timely posting of assignments and responses are required of every-

one in order to have a successful experience. It is important to check-in and to make

substantive postings in response to others at least two to three times a week. If you

cannot do so, it is critical that you let the group know what they can expect of you.

Silence or the lack of participation will be deemed unsupportive of the group and

will be reflected in assessment and grading. During the first two weeks, we will ex-
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plore the basis of personality theories. In Weeks 3 through 9, the presentation

groups will present material to the class. In weeks 10 and 11, we will wrap up our

learning experience by focusing on multicultural approaches to therapy and by

presenting final reflections on our learning experience. Because of the highly inter-

active nature of this course, no registrations will be taken beyond the last day of the

first week of class. I do not want to set you up for failure and want to establish our

learning community as quickly as possible—you will find that you depend on one

another for your learning in this course!

Guidelines for a Successful Online Course

1. This course is not self-paced and is not the “softer, easier way”! This means

that you need to check in regularly, respond to the weekly discussion ques-

tions and also to one another. Please remember that this is a 4-unit course!

2. Discussions go from Sunday to Sunday and will be deemed closed on the

Wednesday following each week, giving you a maximum of 10 days per topic.

So, please stay current and up-to-date! There is a fair amount of reading, so

please do pace yourselves.

3. I expect you to respond to all of your student colleagues at one point or an-

other in the discussions. I realize that some of you see one another on cam-

pus and others are at a distance. Because of this, it’s not unusual for you to

talk only to the people you know, but push yourselves out of your comfort

zone and make some new friends at a distance!

4. Have contingency plans for computer problems as well as late arrival of text-

books. Some suggestions include becoming familiar with the local library,

Internet services and community college resources. It is even suggested that

you seek out friends, family, and even coworkers who have Internet services

in the event your computer crashes. That way you will stay current with your

weekly assignments.

5. Online learning happens in real-time. Just as a professional counselor must

function regardless of life’s challenges e.g., birth, death, travel, family emer-

gencies, medical problems, professional crises, military deployment (etc.), so

must the online student. Success is contingent upon the ability to master course

content while simultaneously mastering all of life’s other challenges. If work

is not submitted on time, I assume that an unforeseen event has occurred and

that you will be back on track as soon as possible, thus eliminating the need
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for apology or excuse. Do contact me, however, to let me know what’s going

on in your life if you need to be away from the course. I am human and I do

understand!!

What You Can Expect of Me as Your Instructor

1. I highly value instructor-learner communication. We can communicate via

my personal e-mail and telephone if you need to speak to me. To prevent

telephone tag, you may want to e-mail me for telephone appointments. Gen-

erally, I can be reached by telephone most days. If I am away from the phone,

please leave a message and I will return your call as quickly as possible.

2. If at anytime you are dissatisfied, confused, or unclear about how the dis-

cussion is being facilitated, please contact me via e-mail. I will respond to

your inquiry within 48 hours, and we will work together to resolve the iden-

tified issue. We will use the course discussion area as our primary place of

communication. In the event a private conversation is required, we will uti-

lize e-mail. I’ll get back to you usually within 24 to 48 hours; and if neces-

sary we can arrange a time to talk/chat/exchange ideas.

3. I will share my travel schedule with you all and will post any away times in

the Café area, which I call Rena’s Roadhouse. I do travel frequently as I con-

sult as well as teach, but I always travel with a laptop. There are rare times

where I have been unable to connect for a couple of days (i.e., very slow dial-

ups and travel outside of the US). When those occur, at the very least I will

post a message in the Roadhouse letting you know.

4. I do my utmost best to respond to assignments with feedback within a week

of receipt. Again, sometimes life and other work intervene in that, but if it

does, I’ll let you know.

5. I will treat all of you with collegial respect! I believe that you have as much

to contribute to this learning process as I do and I look forward to our ex-

change as colleagues.

6. I will provide a warm, fun course environment where we can have fun and

learn together!

Presentation Groups
During the first week of class, you will elect to participate in presentation groups,

which will begin in Week 3. The following are the presentation topics:
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Week 3—Psychoanalysis and Character Psychology (Theories of Freud, Reich

et al.)

Week 4—Analytical Psychology and Transpersonal Psychology (Jung, Maslow 

et al.)

Week 5—Behaviorism (Skinner, Pavlov et al.)

Week 6—Developmental and Cognitive Psychology (Erikson, Bandura et al.)

Week 7—Self-Psychology and Psychology of Consciousness (Kelly, James, Kohut

et al.)

Week 8—Women’s Ways of Knowing and Feminist Psychology (Gilligan, Be-

lenky et al.)

Week 9—Hindu, Buddhist, and Islamic Approaches and Traditions

The task of the presentation group is to find and present material related to the

topic. If the group feels the rest of us should read an article or visit a particular

website to support their presentation, that should be assigned the week prior to

the topic to allow for preparation. In addition, the group will link the theoretical

material to psychotherapeutic approaches. In other words, in Week 3, the group

will present the personality theories related to psychoanalysis and character psy-

chology but will also present approaches to therapy based on those viewpoints.

Presentations must be posted by Wednesday of the week it is assigned. From

Thursday to the following Monday, the remaining members of the class will post a

brief (1 page) response paper to that group noting what was learned from the pres-

entation along with some brief feedback for the group.

Note: After you have completed your presentation, please send me a personal

e-mail that provides the following information:

• A self-assessment of your own contribution to the group along with a letter

grade (even if you are taking the course for credit)

• An assessment of your teammates’ contributions to the group along with a let-

ter grade for each member

• A brief process assessment—how well did you work together and how much

did you learn by completing this assignment?

I would like to receive those e-mails within a week after your presentation ends. If

you don’t send it, I’ll remind you!!
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Discussions
In addition to the presentations, I will post a discussion question for the entire

class to consider on Sundays. You are expected to post a response to the discussion

question as well as to respond to at least two other student colleagues’ postings weekly.

The more the better as it promotes dialogue and deepens our learning!! Reading

assignments will be kept short so as to allow you more time for online discussion.

Feel free to search out additional websites on topics to add to our learning and list

of resources.

Final Paper
The paper should be approximately 10 pages, typed, double-spaced, and in APA

format.

Choose one of the following options for your final paper:

1. Theory and personal application—Take one theory or approach to person-

ality and present yourself in reference to this theory or approach. Use at least

3 outside references not read for class. You also have the option of taking a

personality inventory, such as the MBTI, and using that as the theoretical

basis for your analysis. If you do so, make sure to also discuss the theory to

which the inventory relates. Your content should be 60% theoretical and 40%

personal process.

2. Watch the film, “Don Juan de Marco” and write a paper that applies the the-

oretical material we have discussed this term as well as the therapeutic ap-

proach used with Don Juan. What theories in action do you see in the film?

Support your paper with at least 3 outside references not read for class.

Schedule of Discussion Topics and Assignments
Note: Reading assignments are for the week that follows.

Week 1 (October 3)—Introductions, Finding Our Way Online, Selection of Pre-

sentation Groups

Assignments:

Online discussion

Reading: Pervin, Introduction (Chapter 1);
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Sloan article

Week 2 (October 10)—The Study of Personality

Assignments:

Online discussion

Reading: Pervin, Chapter 2;

Shapiro articles

Week 3 (October 17)—Trait Units of Personality

Assignments:

Online discussion

Psychoanalysis group presents—all respond

Reading: Pervin, Chapter 3

Week 4 (October 24)—Cognitive Units of Personality

Assignments:

Online discussion

Analytical group presents— all respond

Reading: Pervin, Chapter 4

Week 5 (October 31)—Motivational Units of Personality

Assignments:

Online discussion

Behavioral group presents—all respond

Reading: Pervin, Part 2 (Chapters 5 and 6)

Week 6 (November 7)—Personality Development

Assignments:

Online discussion
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Developmental/Cognitive group presents—all respond

Reading: Pervin, Chapters 7 and 8;

Barone article;

Kanter, Parker, and Kohlenberg article

Week 7 (November 14)—The Unconscious and the Concept of the Self

Assignments:

Online discussion

Self-psychology/Consciousness group presents—all respond

Reading: Pervin, Chapters 9 and 10;

Diener, Oishi, and Lucas article;

Lawrence article

Week 8 (November 21)—Action, Emotion, Adaptation, and Health

Assignments:

Online discussion

Feminist psychology group presents—all respond

Reading: Pervin, Chapters 11 and 12

Week 9 (November 28)—Change Processes and Personality Assessment

Assignments:

Online discussion

Hindu/Buddhist/Islamic approaches group presents—all respond

Reading: Pervin, Chapter 13;

Gjerde article

Week 10 (December 5)—Multicultural Approaches and Critical Psychological

Approaches

Assignments:

Online discussion
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Week 11 (December 12)—Final Reflections

Assignments:

Online discussion

Final papers due by December 17 at the latest!!

Grading and Evaluation
Your grade will be determined as follows:

Online participation = 40% (Remember that the requirement is 3 posts per

week minimum)

Group presentation = 20%

Responses to presentation group = 10%

Final paper = 30%

I have created a 3-point grading scale to evaluate your discussions and will be as-

signing grades based on the following:

3 = Discussion question is answered at an integrative level that shows critical

thinking skills, is well written, and references the reading. There is at least one

response to another learner that is constructed at the level of the initial post-

ing.

2 = Discussion question is adequately answered at an analysis level. Some crit-

ical thinking is present. There may be some writing issues. There is at least one

response to another learner that is constructed at the level of the initial post-

ing.

1 = There is a response to the initial discussion question that is brief and at the

summary level. There is little evidence of critical thinking. There may be some

writing issues. There are no additional responses to other learners.

0 = No responses present.

Although I encourage supportive and social postings that will help us build and

sustain our learning community, they will not be evaluated for a grade.

Feedback to you on your progress in the course will be provided in the form of

an e-mail from me after you complete your presentation, at midterm, and after I
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read your final paper. If you have questions about your individual progress in the

course, please don’t hesitate to contact me and to ask!

Grading Criteria for the Course
To earn an A, students will

• Complete assignments on time

• “Attend” and participate

• Respond fully to assignments

• Express their purpose clearly and persuasively, but using good “netiquette”

• Present papers and discussion responses in a well organized and well-written

fashion

• Provide adequate and supportive documentation and references

• Use good APA format and document sources appropriately

• Written work is free of errors in grammar, punctuation, word choice, spelling,

and format

• Demonstrate creativity and originality

To earn a B, students will

• Demonstrate all of the above with strong performance, but may show little or

no creativity or originality (analysis rather than synthesis)

To earn a C, students will

• Demonstrate all of the above adequately, but written work may contain errors

in writing and thinking (summary level work)

To earn a D, students will:

• Be unable to demonstrate the above adequately. Papers may look like a first draft

or are hastily conceived.

To earn an F, students will

• Be unable to follow through with assignments
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• Be unable to participate adequately online

• Be unable to demonstrate competence in written work

Credit/No Credit Policy. If you are taking the class for Credit/No Credit, you

must earn a C or better in order to earn Credit.

Incomplete Policy. An Incomplete (I) grade can only be given to students who

demonstrate that they are unable, due to extraordinary circumstances to complete

the required work by the end of the term. The granting of an Incomplete grade is

at the discretion of the instructor. It is the student’s responsibility to request an In-

complete in writing, stating briefly, but specifically the reasons for the request. If the

I is approved, the student must provide the instructor with the Incomplete Grade

Form (See the University catalog for a complete statement of the Incomplete Pol-

icy). Given that this course is delivered online, the form must be mailed to the in-

structor to arrive in a timely fashion so that the request can be considered.

“Attendance”
In order to be considered “present” for class each week, each of you must respond

to the discussion question posted by me, provide feedback to at least 2 of your

peers’ responses, and either “present” or respond to a presentation.

Rena’s Roadhouse
This is an area of our course where we can relax with one another. So, picture a

country inn along a beautiful rural road just outside a small town where the en-

tire community gathers from time to time throughout the day. The food is good

and the coffee is great and always flowing. There are also weekly specials to tempt

you! This is the place we can go to partake of some casual conversation about any

number of things—personal news, group problems or frustrations, or even tan-

gents of interest started in the formal course discussion but left behind as the

course moved on. This is also the place that we’ll use to inform each other of spe-

cial events, travel, and absences from the course. Hope to see you there and, by the

way, the coffee is on me!

Contacting Rena. Remember, please do contact me with any questions or con-

cerns. I can be reached through the class website by putting my name in the subject
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line (i.e., Debra to Rena regarding. . .), or through the posting of a question in the

Questions for Dr. P discussion forum, by e-mail at rpalloff@mindspring.com, or

by phone at (510) 769–1340. If we have a conversation by e-mail or phone, I may

ask you to post a synopsis of our conversation on the class website as other stu-

dents may have similar questions or concerns.

Tips for Success in your Online Class

Guidelines for Discussion

• Before posting anything . . . .

1. Read the assigned material.

2. Do the exercises or activities assigned.

3. Read your fellow students’ postings.

4. Think about what you want to add to the ongoing discussion.

• When posting . . .

1. Respond to direct questions and inquiries.

2. Make your points clearly and concisely

3. Bring in any additional knowledge, sources, etc. you can from the Internet,

other material, and/or your personal experience.

4. Include relevant quotes/sections from previous posts.

5. Do not include irrelevant quotes/sections from previous posts.

6. Disagree civilly and respectfully.

7. Do not post ad hominem attacks, embarrassing, or derogatory material (this

is called “flaming” and is unacceptable behavior online).

8. Practice good netiquette.

• Throughout the week . . .

1. Participate in the threaded discussions several times a week.

2. Engage fellow students, instructor in a dialogue.

3. Check the threaded discussion for any responses to your comments.

4. Be prepared to post follow-up messages if necessary.

Most of all, have fun and learn from one another!!!
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Syllabus: OM 373
The Search for the Soul and Spirit in the Workplace

Instructor. Rena M. Palloff, Ph.D., LCSW

Phone. (510) 769–1340

FAX. (510) 769–1340

E-mail. rpalloff@fielding.edu

Introduction, Course Overview, and Objectives
Writers in the area of organizational change talk about the constant change that

besieges today’s organizations as “turbulence” or “permanent whitewater.” Right-

sizing, re-engineering, and globalization are but a few of the changes having sig-

nificant effect on the people who work in organizations. Jack Canfield and

Jacqueline Miller (1996) in their book, Heart at Work state, “The work environ-

ment in modern organizations leads to a parching of the human spirit. In reaction

against this, people are speaking out for ‘heart at work,’ for ‘spirit in the workplace.’

We find a growing insistence that every part of society—especially the workplace

where so many spend so large a portion of their lives—be conducive to the fullest

development of the human being.” (p. xi) Organizational writers have begun to

pay attention to this growing demand and have begun to explore not only the im-

portance of soul and spirit in the workplace, but also their implications for lead-

ership and organizational transformation. This course will explore recent writings

regarding the search for soul and spirit in the workplace, as well as how it impacts

the notions of meaningful work, leadership, and organizational change. We will

also explore these concepts as they pertain to your personal search for meaning in

the work you do.

Required Reading:
Bolman, Lee, and Deal, Terrence (1995). Leading with Soul. San Francisco: Jossey-

Bass.

Briskin, Alan (1998). The Stirring of Soul in the Workplace. San Francisco: Berrett-

Koehler.

Peppers, Cheryl, and Briskin, Alan (2000). Bringing Your Soul to Work: An Every-

day Practice. San Francisco: Berrett-Koehler.

Articles from BizSpirit, an online journal—links to articles provided.
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[Note: Some of the links may have changed over time as this journal is no longer

published. To access BizSpirit articles, you will need to go into the Archives of

this journal. Let me know if you’re having difficulty locating any of the articles

and we’ll either make a substitution or look for another means of locating it.]

Highly Recommended Reading
Whyte, David (1994). The Heart Aroused. New York: Currency Doubleday.

Whyte, David (2001). Crossing the Unknown Sea: Work as a Pilgrimage of Identity.

New York: Riverhead Books.

Schedule of Discussions
[Note: Reading is for the week of discussion. I will be checking all URLs to make

sure that they are current. If a URL change is necessary, I will post the change

in the course. I may also add or substitute articles from the BizSpirit site as new

material becomes available. Feel free to seek out additional soul and spirit re-

sources from the Internet or library to support your facilitation of the discus-

sion as well.]

Discussions for this course will primarily focus on readings which are or-

ganized into 2-week blocks. You will be asked to facilitate the discussion for one

week by posting a thoughtful question for all of us to consider and respond to,

based on the readings and your responses to them. As the facilitator for the

week, you will also post a summary of the discussion for that week. All of you

are encouraged to bring your own experiences into the discussions as we go.

In addition, I will create a “blog spot” in which I’d like you to post your reflec-

tions for the week in journal fashion and an idea or two that the reading and dis-

cussion triggered for you regarding interventions in the workplace related to soul

and spirit. Feel free to comment on each other’s blog entries.

The following is a beginning outline of the discussion topics and the reading as-

signments. This may be modified as we go dependent upon your interests and needs.

Week 1

Post an introduction and begin a discussion regarding the definition of soul

and spirit.

Read article by Rutte, “Spirituality in the Workplace,” [http://www.soulfulliv-

ing.com/spiritualityinworkplace.htm]
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Weeks 2 and 3

Defining the search for soul and spirit organizationally: What are the problems

being surfaced? What are the organizational issues related to soul and spirit?

Confronting the shadow organizationally.

Read Briskin, The Stirring of Soul in the Workplace (entire book) and articles by

Johnson and Lewin:

• Johnson, “How to Do Well and Do Good in Business,” [http://www.

bizspirit.com/bsj/archives/cedric1.html]

• Lewin, “The Reality of Complexity,” [http://www.bizspirit.com/bsj/archives/

lewin1.html]

• Lewin, “The Soul at Work,” [http://www.bizspirit.com/bsj/archives/lewin2.html]

Weeks 4 and 5

How do we define meaningful work? What are the roles of values and ethics in

determining meaningful work?

Read Peppers and Briskin (entire book) and article by Levoy, “The Power of

Work as a Calling,” [http://www.bizspirit.com/bsj/archives/levoy2.html]

Week 6:

Discussion of the organizational assessments. Your assessment should be posted

by midnight Pacific Time on Monday.

Weeks 7 and 8

Leadership and motivation as they relate to soul and spirit.

Read Bolman and Deal (entire book) and articles by Madigan and Dreaver:

• Madigan, “Consciousness: A Principle-Based Paradigm for Leadership,”

[http://www.bizspirit.com/bsj/archives/madigan1.html]

• Dreaver, “Fearless Leadership,” [http://www.bizspirit.com/bsj/archives/

dreaver1.html]

Weeks 9 and 10

Organizational transformation, soul, and spirit

Read articles by Barrett, Renesch, Marcic, and in HR Magazine:

Appendix A 253

bapp01.qxd  5/28/07  1:06 PM  Page 253



• Barrett, “Organizational Transformation,” [http://www.bizspirit.com/bsj/

archives/barrett1.html]

• Renesch, “The Conscious Organization,” [http://www.bizspirit.com/bsj/

archives/renesch1.html]

• Marcic, Table 2 from Managing with the Wisdom of Love, [http://www.

marcic.com/books/virtues.htm]

Week 11

Discussion of final papers in dyads

Week 12

Report out from dyads

Submit self-evaluation

Assignments and Evaluation
Grading for this course will be based on a possible 100 points which will be allo-

cated over the following assignments:

Posting an introduction along with why you have chosen this course and your

goals for participation—10 points

Mid-term assignment: Complete an evaluation of the organization for which

you work or one for which you have worked, addressing issues related to soul

and spirit in the workplace. How are they manifested in your place of work, or

are they absent?—20 points

Final assignment: Reflect on the totality of your weekly journals and post a 3 to

5 page paper that applies what we have been discussing this term to an organi-

zation. You might discuss the “ideal” organization in terms of promotion of soul

and spirit and how the concepts we have discussed play out in that organiza-

tion. Or, you may choose the opposite path and present an organization that is

far from ideal with your ideas for organizational interventions designed to pro-

mote or increase soulfulness in that organization. Feel free to bring additional

resources and references into your discussion. I will put you in dyads to discuss

your assignments and then ask each dyad to report out to the larger group on

what you’ve learned from each other’s papers—20 points.
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Complete a self-evaluation at the close of the course outlining what you have

gained (or not) from participation in this course—10 points

Participation in the online discussion: Please note that you will not be able to

receive credit or the benefit of this course without participating in the online

discussion. I will expect each of you to read and respond to the online discus-

sion at least twice weekly. Consequently, if you are having technical or other dif-

ficulties with your participation, please contact me immediately. If you will be

traveling, please post a message in the course letting us know that. You will be

asked to facilitate one week of the online discussion. This will be worth 10

points. Overall participation will be worth an additional 30 points for a total of

40 points.

Guidelines for Online Participation in 
“The Search for Soul and Spirit in the Workplace”

Should you have questions or comments on any of these guidelines, let’s discuss

them! Also, please add any guidelines that you feel are appropriate.

“Attendance” and presence are required for this class. You are expected to log

on at a minimum of twice per week (at any time during the week) and are ex-

pected to post a substantive contribution to the discussion at that time. Simply

saying “hello” or “I agree” is not considered a substantive contribution. You must

support your position or begin a new topic or add somehow to the discussion

when logging on.

Assignments will be posted online. You will be asked to comment on and pro-

vide feedback to one another on your work.

Although I strongly suggest that all issues, questions, and problems be dealt

with online, you can feel free to call or e-mail me regarding these issues at 

any time.

Use good “netiquette” such as

1. Check the discussion frequently and respond appropriately and on subject.

2. Focus on one subject per message and use pertinent subject titles.

3. Capitalize words only to highlight a point or for titles—Capitalizing other-

wise is generally viewed as SHOUTING!
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4. Be professional and careful with your online interaction.

5. Cite all quotes, references, and sources.

6. When posting a long message, it is generally considered courteous to warn

readers at the beginning of the message that it is a lengthy post.

7. It is considered extremely rude to forward someone else’s messages without

their permission.

8. It is fine to use humor, but use it carefully. The absence of face-to-face cues

can cause humor to be misinterpreted as criticism or flaming (angry, antag-

onistic criticism). Feel free to use emoticons such as :) or ;) to let others know

that you’re being humorous.

[Note: The above “netiquette” guidelines were adapted from Arlene H. Rinaldi’s

article, “The Net User Guidelines and Netiquette,” Florida Atlantic University, 1994,

available from Netcom.]

Most of all, let’s have fun together! This is an exciting and relevant topic for us

all. I hope that we will be able to share our thoughts and experiences with one an-

other in the form of an active and stimulating discussion!

Course Assignments
Structure of Course Site/Facilitation Assignments.
In an attempt to make things easier to follow in this heavily discussion-based

course, I will create topic folders for each 2-week segment as reflected on the syl-

labus. Once we agree on facilitation assignments, the facilitator will post a reflection

followed by a question or two related to the reading for all of us to consider and

respond to. The facilitator generally will be responsible for the first week of a two-

week segment and I will follow up in the second week, depending on the number

of students enrolled in the course and the popularity of some of the topics to be

discussed. In those cases, students may each facilitate one week of a two week block.

The second week of discussion should take off where the first week began, mean-

ing that the facilitator will provide another view of the reading or perhaps focus

on reading for the 2 weeks that has not yet been discussed, and then offer one or

two additional questions to consider.

Facilitation preferences will be negotiated online. Is there a particular book that

intrigues you and so you would like to lead that discussion? Or is there a topic you
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are particularly drawn to? These are questions to consider as you request a facili-

tation assignment. Once we have completed the negotiation of facilitation assign-

ments, I will post a facilitation schedule in the course.

The following is the schedule for discussions for this term to assist you with

your planning:

Week 1–January 30 (Intro’s and Definitions of Soul/Spirit—Rena facilitates)

Week 2–February 6 (Organizational Search for Soul and Spirit)

Week 3–February 13 (Organizational Search for Soul and Spirit)

Week 4–February 20 (Meaningful Work)

Week 5–February 27 (Meaningful Work)

Week 6–March 6 (Organizational Evaluations—Rena facilitates)

Week 7–March 13 (Leadership and Motivation)

Week 8–March 20 (Leadership and Motivation)

Week 9–March 27 (Organizational Transformation)

Week 10–April 3 (Organizational Transformation)

Week 11–April 10 (Final papers discussed in dyads)

Week 12–April 17 (Report out from dyads and self-assessments due/Wrap Up)

The following are further description of the written assignments for the

course:

Week Six: Organizational Evaluations. Post an evaluation of an organization

for which you work or have worked, addressing issues of soul and spirit in the

workplace. How are these issues manifested in your workplace? Or are they absent?

There is no specific format for these evaluations—you might choose to follow a

model you’ve read about in our reading or create one of your own choosing. The

main idea here is to give us a good idea of how the organization functions, what

is present, and what is absent and how people within the organization feel and be-

have in relationship to soul and spirit.

Please remember our guideline of confidentiality as we post and discuss these

evaluations!
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Week Eleven: Final Paper. Reflect on the totality of your weekly journals and

post a 3 to 5 page paper that applies what we have been discussing this term to an

organization. You might discuss the “ideal” organization in terms of promotion of

soul and spirit and how the concepts we have discussed play out in that organiza-

tion. Or, you may choose the opposite path and present an organization that is far

from ideal with your ideas for organizational interventions designed to promote

or increase soulfulness in that organization. Feel free to bring additional resources

and references into your discussion. Again, there is no specific format for this paper

other than to use general APA format guidelines when producing it and to include

references either to course readings or any additional references you find.

Self-Evaluations. What have you gained (or not) from your participation in this

course? Have you learned anything new about this topic? About yourself? About

yourself as a learner? What suggestions do you have for future groups participating

in this course and for me as an instructor?

Course Schedule. The facilitator for the week should plan to post their “kick-

off” of the discussion on Monday evenings so that we can begin discussion of the

topic by Wednesday of each week. Kicking off a discussion means posting some of

your reflections and thoughts about the readings and/or posts from the previous

week that lead into the current week’s topics. If you cite the readings or another

post, please include your references and page numbers so that we can all follow

your thinking. Your post should be no longer than a page and should include at

the end a question or two that the group can then begin to wrestle with. First re-

sponses to the ideas, questions, or readings will be due by Wednesday of each week.

Please do not respond to your colleague’s questions in lockstep fashion. Instead,

consider the questions in relationship to the readings and post a one-page narra-

tive representing your views and reflections. After that, you are free to respond to

one another as you see fit!

All papers will also be due on Mondays by 12 midnight Pacific time.
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JAMESTOWN COMMUNITY COLLEGE

Syllabus: Intermediate Algebra

Instructor. Stephanie Zwyghuizen

Structure of Syllabi in SLN. Courses in SLN have a “Course Information” area

along the left-hand side of the main course page. This course information section

houses the syllabus for the course and contains not only instructor-generated doc-

ument but also some general documents created by JCC.

The following are JCC pages:

• “Registration vs. Access” explains to stu-

dents that they need to register with both

JCC and SLN

• “Successful Online Students” provides

students with a checklist of recom-

mended characteristics for an online stu-

dent

• “Academic Integrity Statement” is JCC’s

cheating and plagiarism policy from the

Student Constitution

The remaining pages are detailed below.

Welcome! Page
Welcome to Intermediate Algebra! Before

you begin Module 0, please read all course

information documents, create a private folder by editing and saving your profile

in the “Meet your classmates” area, and take the SLN student orientation at

http://www.sln.suny.edu/sln/student/lnstorhd.nsf/web?openview.

[Note: The professor’s introduction/bio is also in the “Meet your classmates”

area.]

My Expectations Page
My expectations. . . .

• I expect you to put in the amount of time it requires for you to succeed. Advisors

say that you need to study an hour outside of class for every hour you spend in
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class, and for math you can at least double that amount of time. An eight-week

summer course in a traditional classroom would meet for nearly 5 hours per week.

You have an extra challenge ahead of you, as you will not have that 5 hours a week

in class with a lecture. This time will be yours to read the book and the mini lec-

tures and work with the resources at the MyMathLab site. I would expect that

“homework” and studying will be, on the average, at least 5 to 10 hours on top of

this. This gives us a grand total of at least 15 hours per week that you should spend

on this course. Certainly there might be a small number of students who can suc-

ceed while spending less than 15 hours per week, but I would not be surprised if

many students needed to spend more than 15 hours per week to do well. If you

believe you are spending an inordinate amount of time on this course, I need to

know so that we can troubleshoot!

• I expect you to ask questions on the practice exercises and on the homework ques-

tions. Open the question up to everyone, as someone else in the class will proba-

bly have the same question. I will also let you try to answer each other’s questions,

as you learn the best when you can explain something to someone else. If the class

cannot figure out a problem I will then jump in and provide some assistance.

• I expect you to practice good “netiquette” [TVC group—this would be a link to a

page with some guidelines for netiquette] and treat your classmates with respect. There

will be some discussion and group work in this course. Please “listen” carefully to

the contributions of each other, respect differences of opinion, be constructive with

any criticisms, keep up your end of the workload, and do your part to make this a

safe environment where people feel comfortable expressing their comments and

questions.

• I expect you to do your own work. I encourage you to work with classmates ei-

ther via the computer, phone, or in person if possible. You may discuss your ques-

tions with each other, but when you take tests and when you prepare for the final

exam, it will be critical that you can work on your own.

• You are expected to purchase the required textbooks, MyMathLab access code,

and calculator. You may use any kind of calculator you prefer.

• I expect you to be online (SLN) at least 3 times a week. You may find that it is

to your benefit to be online more often. It is important to log in so that you can

read course announcements, read the postings of your classmates, and check your

private folder for new messages.

• I expect you to keep up with the course schedule. Do not allow yourself to get be-

hind. Dates for the start and end of the modules are posted the moment the course
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opens on the Web. You need to plan your schedule around these dates. I understand

that emergencies happen. If you have an emergency please notify me ASAP.

Course Objective and Overview Page
Objective.
This imputed-credit [this would be a link to a definition of imputed credit] course

is intended to help you learn some foundational skills that will be needed at the

college level of mathematics. These skills include algebraic competence and “math-

ematical maturity.” [this would be a link to my definition of mathematical maturity]

Overview. We will cover the following topics this semester.

Module 1: Chapter 5 “Exponents and Polynomials”

5.1. Exponents

5.2. Polynomial Functions and Adding and Subtracting Polynomials

5.3. Multiplying Polynomials

5.4. Special Products

5.5. Negative Exponents and Scientific Notation

Module 2: Chapter 6 “Factoring Polynomials and Quadratic Equations”

6.1. The Greatest Common Factor and Factoring by Grouping

6.2. Factoring Trinomials of the form x2 + bx + c

6.3. Factoring Trinomials of the form ax2 + bx + c

6.4. Factoring Binomials

6.5. Solving Quadratic Equations by Factoring

6.6. Quadratic Equations and Problem Solving

Chapter 11: Quadratic Equations and Functions

11.2. Solving Quadratic Equations by the Quadratic Formula

11.3. Solving Equations by Using Quadratic Methods

Module 3: Chapter 7 “Rational Expressions”

7.1. Rational Functions and Simplifying Rational Expressions

7.2. Multiplying and Dividing Rational Expressions
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7.3. Adding/Subtracting Rational Expressions with Common Denominators

and LCD

7.4. Adding and Subtracting Rational Expressions with Unlike Denomi-

nators

7.5. Solving Equations Containing Rational Expressions

7.6. Proportion and Problem Solving with Rational Equations

7.7. Simplifying Complex Fractions

Module 4: Chapter 10 “Rational Exponents and Radicals”

10.1. Radicals and Radical Functions

10.2. Rational Exponents

10.3. Simplifying Radical Expressions

10.4. Adding, Subtracting, and Multiplying Radical Expressions

10.5. Rationalizing Denominators and Numerators of Radical Expressions

10.6. Radical Equations and Problem Solving

Required Textbook and Software Page
Required Materials.

Calculator: Any style of your choosing.

MyMathLab: It is extremely important that you purchase the MyMathLab

(CourseCompass) access code so that you can submit homework and take tests

using the MyMathLab website. You have three ways to purchase this access code:

purchase instant access through the CourseCompass registration site (credit

card required) http://info.coursecompass.com/Website/student_register.html

purchase a stand-alone access code card from the JCC bookstore (ISBN

0131486918), or:

Purchase a textbook package containing a textbook and an access code card

from the JCC bookstore (ISBN 0131622269).

In any case, the course ID you will need for MyMathLab (CourseCompass) is

zwyghuizen67291. See the “What is MyMathLab” [this would be a link to the

page] page in Module 0 for more information.

Textbook: Because the MyMathLab site provides an electronic version of your text-

book, it is not required that you purchase a physical textbook for this course. You
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could open .pdf files from MyMathLab which contain exact copies of the pages

from the textbook Beginning & Intermediate Algebra, 3rd edition, by K. Elayn Mar-

tin-Gay (Prentice Hall, 2005). If you do intend to purchase this book, I recom-

mend that you purchase the textbook bundle (ISBN 0131622269) from the JCC

bookstore so that you can have the MyMathLab access code at a reduced charge.

Purchasing the textbook and the access code separately will likely cost you more.

Word Processing Software. The student/teacher version of Microsoft Office can

be purchased at an exceptional discount at the JCC bookstores. Works or WordPer-

fect may also be used, so long as you submit files to me in Rich Text Format (.rtf file

extension). I do not have Publisher, so please do not send me Publisher files.

Course Learning Activities Page
This is a general overview of activities. More details will follow where appropriate.

• You will spend a good deal of time reading your textbook, the mini-lectures

provided on this website, and the MyMathLab website that is dedicated to your

textbook. With my mini-lectures in hand for guidance, scan through each section

in your book to get your bearings and work through the examples provided (for

you pencil-and-paper lovers) or watch the video lectures at the MyMathLab site

and work through step-by-step examples there (for you more hands-on, audio-vi-

sual types).

• Icebreaker Discussions and group work are meant to help you and your class-

mates get to know each other while learning about algebra at the same time.

Homework and practice problems are designed for you to learn about the concepts dis-

cussed in the book. Again, you have paper-and-pencil resources as well as online re-

sources through MyMathLab. If you cannot finish a problem you are working on,

post it to the class in an SLN discussion area. If you can help a classmate then do

so by clicking on “respond.” The entire class will see the question and can reply, if

they wish. I will also answer questions.

• Tests will be used to help you pull together all of the concepts from the various

chapters. Each test will combine the various topics from the chapters. These tests

should also help you prepare for the comprehensive final exam.

How You Will Be Evaluated Page
I. Summary of Evaluation Tools.
Your grade in the class will include the following activities:

• Icebreaker discussions, group work, and quizzes/assessments 25% of your grade
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• Online homework assignments at MyMathLab 25% of your grade

• Timed tests at the MyMathLab website (3) 30% of your grade

• Comprehensive departmental final exam (proctored) 20% of your grade

II. Summary of Related Course Policies.

Grade Scale 

[*Note: Students who cannot complete MAT0600 with a 70% of better have very

little chance of success in their next college math course, hence the absence of a D

grade. However, a grade of D for percentages 67–69% might be given in special

circumstances and only if a student has a score of 70%+ entering the final exam.

Please contact me before the exam if you believe you fit into the “special circum-

stances” category.]

Late Work Policy. Late work will be accepted but will be subject to a 25% reduc-

tion in points for each calendar day it is late. (Example: Due by 11:59pm Eastern

Time on Saturday but received at 12:01am Sunday = 1 day late.)

Plagiarism Policy. I do not know that plagiarism will be an issue in a course such

as this, but do be aware that copying any part of an assignment from another per-

son or textbook and turning it in under your name is plagiarism and will result in

a 0 on the assignment. In addition, instances of academic dishonesty will be re-

ported to the Dean of Academic Affairs.

Missed Test Policy. Because test dates are available the moment this course opens

and because you will have several days during which your tests will be available,

no make-up tests will be given. If you know you will be unavailable during the test

days because of an exceptional circumstance (hospital stay, for example), please let

me know ahead of time so that we can make special arrangements for you.

III. Description of Evaluation Tools.
Please see the Course Schedule [this would be a link to the page] for specific due

dates.
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Icebreaker Discussions. Most modules will have an Icebreaker Discussion for you

to participate in. You are encouraged to respond to your classmates’ postings. The

discussions will be scored on the following: accuracy of the use of any mathemat-

ical terminology or computations, completeness of your answer (i.e., did you speak

to all aspects of the discussion topic), thoroughness (giving details, not using vague

pronouns or vague descriptions), and correct spelling/grammar.

The objective of the icebreakers is two-fold. First and foremost, I want to get you

“talking” to each other. It is extremely important that you realize you are not alone

in this course and that you have a support structure of other struggling students

and a professor who wants to help! Secondly, I hope that you are able to learn

something about mathematics in a real-life context through the discussions.

Group Work. Where applicable, you will work on problems in small groups. Being

able to collaborate with a group helps you learn from your peers (who can proba-

bly give you a more down-to-earth explanation than a professor can!), gives those

of you who catch on quickly a chance to “teach” and thus deepen your under-

standing of the material, and provides you with an opportunity to see problems

solved in new ways.

Quizzes/Assessments. Where applicable, you will take short-answer or multiple-

choice quizzes / assessments on our SLN course website. These might cover things

like the SLN student orientation, a course information scavenger hunt, mini-lec-

tures, and so forth.

Homework. Practice problems will be available in your textbook and at the My-

MathLab website. Answers for odd-numbered problems will appear in the back of

your book and in your student solutions manual. MyMathLab offers tutorials and

practice problems for which you can obtain immediate feedback from the com-

puter.

After practicing on your own, you will complete graded homework problems

at MyMathLab. Because MyMathLab can offer you immediate feedback on the cor-

rectness of your answers and can offer you an opportunity to re-do an incorrect

homework problem (the program will generate a new, similar problem for you to

try), you have the option to keep making corrections to your homework until you

are ready to turn it in. With your perseverance, every assignment you turn in could

have a score of 100%!

Tests. An online test at MyMathLab will be given over the following topics:
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Test 1: Sections 5.1–6.5

Test 2: Sections 6.6, 11.2–11.3, and 7.1–7.4

Test 3: Sections 7.5–7.7, 10.1–10.4

For the sake of convenience, these tests will not be proctored, but they will be

timed. Although you are strongly encouraged to work without using any outside

resources (in preparation for the final exam), I cannot stop you from using your

books, notes, and technology. You will be on your honor to work alone.

Comprehensive Departmental Final Exam. JCC requires that all students en-

rolled in MAT0600 take the same comprehensive departmental final exam and that

this exam be administered over a two-hour period and supervised by a college-ap-

proved official. A calculator will be allowed but no notes or books may be used.

The exam will be proctored as described below.

Jamestown students will take the exam at Main Street tutoring center (2nd floor

HULT) or with me on the Jamestown campus.

Olean students will take the exam at the Cattaraugus campus Learning Assis-

tance Center (CTTC building). You will need to contact Deb Simpson to sched-

ule an appointment.

(Directions, contact information, and hours of operation for these tutoring cen-

ters can be found at http://www.sunyjcc.edu/college-wide/tutoring.html.)

If you are a student at the Dunkirk or Warren sites of JCC, I might have colleagues

on these campuses who could proctor during the summer. I will provide you with

their contact information if possible.

For students who are not within a reasonable driving distance from any of our four

campuses: If there is a tutoring/testing center on your campus that is willing to

proctor your exam, please provide me with a contact person (with e-mail address)

there. If you are unable to take the exam at your tutoring/testing center, you may

have a supervisor, mentor, librarian, or other teacher proctor your exam. This per-

son cannot be a peer/friend/relative. Please provide me with the proctor’s name,

title, and e-mail address—I will be sending the exam through e-mail as a Word

document attachment.
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Course Schedule Page
You may want to print this document.

Course Calendar and Assignment Schedule. All assignments are due by 11:59

p.m. Eastern Time on the due date.

Contact Information Page
Contact Information.

Instructor. Assistant Professor Stephanie Zwyghuizen

Course Number. MAT0600, CRN 3578

Semester. Summer 2006

JCC Office. Arts and Sciences (ARSC) 102. I will seldom be in my office over the

summer, but I can arrange to meet you there if necessary.

Mailing Address. Stephanie Zwyghuizen,

Jamestown Community College,

525 Falconer Street,

Jamestown, NY 14702.

E-mail Address. Stephanie.Zwyghuizen@sln.suny.edu. (Please do not e-mail me

unless there is some urgent reason to do so. Instead, use your private folder in the

Online Office Hours area for all personal communications.)

Phone. 716–665–5220 Ext. 2390. I will seldom be at my office, so please send me

electronic communications instead. If necessary, I can make an appointment to

have you call me at this number.

Fax. 716–338–1473. (It is very unlikely that you will need this number as I do

not accept coursework via fax.)

Log-on Schedule. I will log on frequently throughout the week, often daily. How-

ever, I will probably be less active on Fridays, and I generally take Saturdays off.
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Topics/Activities Start          End Assignments Due

5/29/06      7/27/06 See Below

“Preview
Week”
begins
5/29

Class of-
ficially
begins
6/5

6/12

6/11

6/18

Please have the following completed by
11:59pm ET 6/7 (Wednesday)
• Read through all Course Information

and Module 0 documents. Experiment
with Equation Editor (instructions
found in Module 0). Nothing needs to
be turned in from Equation Editor, but
you will need to know how to use this
tool before starting the course
material.

• Create Private Folder (for 5 homework
points)

• Course Information Tests at the bottom
of Module 0 (for a homework grade)

• Module 0 Icebreaker Discussion

Due by 11:59pm ET 6/10 (Saturday)
• Group Post #1 – I recommend you start

wrapping up discussion on Friday so
that your team leader can post on
Saturday

Due by 11:59pm ET 6/11 (Sunday)
• MyMathLab Assignment #1

Due by 11:59pm ET 6/17 (Saturday)
• Module 2 (Chapter 6) Icebreaker

Discussion
• Group Post #2 – I recommend you start

wrapping up discussion on Friday so
that your team leader can post on
Saturday

Due by 11:59pm ET 6/18 (Sunday)
• MyMathLab Assignment #2

Week 1:
Welcome to 
Intermediate 
Algebra!
(Module 0)
Chapter 5
(sections 5.1 – 5.4)

**Because a
summer math
course is very fast-
paced and you do
not want to get
behind, please
participate as much
as possible even if
you are still
waiting for your
textbook
package.**

Week 2:
Chapter 5
(section 5.5)
Chapter 6
(section 6.1 – 6.5)

Exhibit A.1.
Course Schedule Page.
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6/19

6/26

7/3

7/10

7/17

7/24

6/25

7/2

7/9

7/16

7/23

7/27

Due by 11:59pm ET 6/22 (Thursday)
• Test 1 (in MyMathLab)

Due by 11:59pm ET 6/25 (Sunday)
• MyMathLab Assignment #3

Due by 11:59pm ET 7/1 (Saturday)
• Module 3 (Chapter 7) Icebreaker

Discussion
• Group Post #3 – I recommend you start

wrapping up discussion on Friday so
that your team leader can post on
Saturday

Due by 11:59pm ET 7/2 (Sunday)
• MyMathLab Assignment #4

Due by 11:59pm ET 7/6 (Thursday)
• Test 2 (in MyMathLab)

Due by 11:59pm ET 7/2 (Sunday)
• MyMathLab Assignment #5

Due by 11:59pm ET 7/15 (Saturday)
• Module 4 (Chapter 10) Icebreaker

Discussion
• Group Post #4 – I recommend you start

wrapping up discussion on Friday so
that your team leader can post on
Saturday

Due by 11:59pm ET 7/2 (Sunday)
• MyMathLab Assignment #6

Due by 11:59pm ET 7/20 (Thursday)
• Test 3 (in MyMathLab)

Due by 11:59pm ET 7/23 (Sunday)
• MyMathLab Assignment #7

Due 7/27 (Thursday)
• Culminating Activity Survey
• Proctored Final Exam

Week 3:
Test 1 (1st 1/2 of
week)
Chapter 6
(section 6.6)

Week 4:
Chapter 11
(sections 11.2–11.3)
Chapter 7
(sections 7.1 – 7.4)

Week 5:
Test 2 (1st 1/2 of
week)
Chapter 7
(sections 7.5 – 7.6)

Week 6:
Chapter 7
(section 7.7)
Chapter 10
(sections 10.1–10.4)

Week 7:
Test 3 (1st 1/2 of
week)
Chapter 10
(sections 10.5–10.6)

Week 8:
Final Exam

Topics/Activities Start          End Assignments Due

5/29/06      7/27/06 See Below
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A P P E N D I X  B :  
G L O S S A R Y  O F  T E R M S  U S E D  
I N  O N L I N E  E D U C A T I O N

Asynchronous: A type of communication that can occur at any time and at irreg-

ular intervals, meaning that people can communicate online without a pattern of

interaction. It is the predominant mode of communication used in e-mail, in

usenet groups, and on bulletin boards and websites.

Blog (Web Log): A form of online journaling that often offers reflections and com-

mentary on news or a particular subject. Blogs may be personal in nature and take

the form of an online diary. Although primarily text-based, blogs can contain im-

ages, audio, video, and links to other websites.

Chat/IRC (Internet Relay Chat): A chat system that was developed by Jarkko Oikari-

nen in Finland in the late 1980s. IRC allows people connected anywhere on the In-

ternet to join in on a live discussion that is not limited to just two people. In order

to participate in an IRC chat, participants need IRC Client software and Internet

access. The client software runs on the participant’s computer and sends and re-

ceives messages from an IRC server. The IRC server, in turn, broadcasts all mes-

sages to everyone participating in the discussion.

Client-Server Application: A network architecture in which each computer or

process on the network is either a client or a server. Servers are computers or

processes dedicated to managing disk drives (file servers), printers (print servers),

network traffic (network servers), or other processing services. Clients are PCS or

workstations on which users run applications. Clients rely on servers for resources

such as files, devices, communications, or processing power. Client-server archi-

tectures are sometimes called two-tier architectures.
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Computer Conferencing: Conducting a conference between two or more partici-

pants at different sites by using computer networks to transmit any combination

of text, static pictures, audio, or motion video. Multipoint conferencing allows

three or more participants to sit in a virtual conference room and communicate

as if they were sitting right next to each other.

Course Authoring or Course Management Software: Software specifically designed

to assemble and electronically publish educational and training courses. The

courses may be interactive in nature, wherein several students can interact, or may

involve only the interaction of the student and computer.

Desktop Video Conferencing: A video conference that occurs between two or more

participants located at different sites by using personal computers to transmit and

receive audio and video.

Extranet: A secure network that allows for the exchange of information between a

group and its customers. An extranet might be set up, for example, as a means by

which to register students for courses and provide them with ongoing informa-

tion.

FTP (File Transfer Protocol): Provides the ability to transfer files to and from re-

mote computer systems on the Internet.

Groupware: Software designed to allow groups of colleagues to organize their ac-

tivities. The group must be connected electronically, whether it be through the In-

ternet, an intranet, or an extranet. The software usually facilitates such things as

scheduling meetings and allocating resources; it also facilitates e-mail, telephone

utilities, file distribution, and password protection for shared documents.

Intranet: A private Internet operating within an organization. Both require the

same network protocols and both use e-mail and World Wide Web standards for

communication.

ISP (Internet Service Provider): A company that provides access to the Internet for

a monthly fee.

Netiquette: Contraction meaning Internet etiquette. These are the guidelines for

etiquette in the posting and sending of messages to online services and to Inter-

net news groups. Netiquette not only covers rules for maintaining civility in in-

teractions but also guidelines unique to the electronic nature of forum messages.

For example, the special formatting of text is discouraged because some people

would not be able to see the special formatting.

Appendix B272

bapp02.qxd  5/28/07  1:07 PM  Page 272



Network: A group of two or more computers linked together electronically.

Real Time Audio/Video: Audio and video that is broadcast and received with very

little time delay.

Podcast: A method of distributing multimedia files such as lectures, programs, or

music for playback on mobile devices as well as personal computers.

Server: A computer or device on a network that manages network resources. For

example, a file server is a computer and storage device dedicated to storing files.

Any user on the network can store files on the server. A print server is a computer

that manages one or more printers, and a network server is a computer that man-

ages network traffic. A database server is a computer system that processes data-

base queries. Servers are often dedicated, meaning that they perform no other tasks

besides their server tasks. On multiprocessing operating systems, however, a sin-

gle computer can execute several programs at once. A server in this case could refer

to the program that is managing resources rather than the entire computer.

Streaming Media: Content that is read, heard, or viewed while being delivered. Gen-

erally, this refers to the technology used to deliver audio and video content online.

Software applications such as Real Network, Quicktime, and Windows Media are

generally used for the delivery of streaming media content.

Synchronous: A type of communication in which those communicating do so at

the same time. An example is a chat room where people are all typing at the same

time.

URL (Uniform Resource Locator): The global Internet address of documents and

other resources on the World Wide Web. The first part of the address—ftp or

http—indicates the protocol to use, and the second part specifies the Internet Pro-

tocol (IP) address or the domain name where the resource is located.

Usenet Groups: Groups formed around numerous topics that are located or housed

on the Internet. The usenet is a worldwide bulletin board system that can be ac-

cessed through the Internet or the online server.

Video Conferencing: Conducting a conference between two or more computers 

at different locations by the use of networks to transmit and receive audio and

video data.

Web-Based Application: Software that is designed specifically to be used with the

Internet. Frequently, this term is used to describe software through which courses
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might be delivered, wherein a student interacts only with the computer and not

with other participants.

Webcast (or Webinar): The use of streaming media technology to deliver content

synchronously from one source to many recipients, generally through the use of a

virtual classroom.

WebQuests: A WebQuest is an inquiry-oriented activity in which most or all of the

information used by learners is drawn from the Web. First applied primarily to the

K–12 arena, it is now being used extensively with all levels of education. It is a scav-

enger hunt of sorts, but differs in that WebQuests are designed to use learners’ time

well by focusing on the use of information rather than the search for it, and to sup-

port learners’ thinking at the levels of analysis, synthesis and evaluation. Most We-

bQuests contain a rubric for assessment of the final product produced by the team

engaging in the quest.

Whiteboard/Whiteboarding: An area on a display screen that multiple users can

write or draw on that other remote users can see simultaneously. Whiteboards are

often a principal component of computer conferencing applications because they

enable shared visual communication.

Wikis: A wiki is a piece of server software that allows users to freely create and edit

Web page content using any Web browser. Wikis support hyperlinks and have sim-

ple text links for creating new pages and crosslinks between internal pages. Wikis

allow for both the organization of contributions to be edited as well as the content

itself by any user.

Appendix B274

bapp02.qxd  5/28/07  1:07 PM  Page 274



275

A P P E N D I X  C :  
I N T E R N E T  R E S O U R C E S  
F O R  O N L I N E  E D U C A T I O N

The following is a collection of websites, Internet journals, and

course management software for use in and assistance with on-

line teaching and learning. It is not exhaustive but should give read-

ers a place to start in researching additional resources. Inclusion of

course resources on this list is for the information of our readers only

and does not constitute endorsement of a particular software appli-

cation. We invite our readers to visit our website at http://www.xroad-

sgroup.com for additional information about our work.

Websites of Interest
The following websites contain useful information for both instructors and stu-

dents.

Illinois Online Network http://www.ion.illinois.edu/resources/

California Distance Learning Project http://www.cdlponline.org/

University of Wisconsin Distance Learning Clearinghouse

http://www.uwex.edu/disted/

Distance Educator.com http://www.distance-educator.com/index.php

Resources for Course Development
MERLOT (Multimedia Educational Resource for Learning and Online Teaching)

http://www.merlot.org/Home.po
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World Lecture Hall (Free online course materials)

http://web.austin.utexas.edu/wlh/

WebQuests http://webquest.sdsu.edu/

Online Communities for Instructors
Tapped In (primarily for K–12 instructors, but all are welcome)

http://tappedin.org/tappedin/

Learning Times http://www.learningtimes.org/

LERN (Learning Resources Network) http://www.lern.org/

Education and Training for Online Instructors
Fielding Graduate University—Teaching in the Virtual Classroom Program

http://www.fielding.edu/elc/tvc/index.htm

LERN (Learning Resources Network)

http://www.lern.org/edctr/upcoming_online/upcoming_online.htm

Journals
JOLT (Journal of Online Learning and Teaching) http://jolt.merlot.org/

JALN (Journal of Asynchronous Learning Networks) http://www.sloan-c.org/

publications/jaln/index.asp

American Journal of Distance Education http://www.ajde.com/

Journal of Interactive Online Learning http://www.ncolr.org/jiol/

Journal of Online Learning http://www.iste.org/Content/Navigation-

Menu/Membership/SIGs/SIGTel_Telelearning_/SIGTel_Bulletin2/Archive/20012/V

olume_12,_Number_1_of_Journal_of_Online_Learning.htm

Course Management Systems
EduTools (provides reviews of course management systems)

http://www.edutools.info/static.jsp?pj=8&page=HOME

Review of Course Management Systems http://www.uiowa.edu/~provost/elearn-

ing/resources/DEC0302.pdf

Blackboard/WebCT http://www.blackboard.com/us/index.aspx

Angel Learning http://angellearning.com/products/

Desire2Learn http://www.desire2learn.com/

eCollege http://www.ecollege.com/indexflash.learn
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