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Abstract

Online learning communities have been acknowledged in the literature as
significant agents in supporting distance education students in achieving their learning
goals. However, much of this research has been focused on graduate programs, with less
attention to undergraduate or vocational technical college programs. The practice of
creating and fostering online communities, as demonstrated by members of online course
design teams at a western Canadian technical college, is examined through data gathered
in interviews with design team members. Specific factors identified in the fostering of
online communities are collaboration and interactivity. Design team members’ practice is
discussed in light of Anderson’s (2003) theory of equivalency, Lock’s (2002) guidelines
for creating community in online course design, and Garrison and Archer’s (2000)
approach to distance education course design. As well, the design team practice is
reflected upon through the experience of the researcher as a contributor to online course
design. The course design practices under study demonstrate an approach consistent with
the notion of equivalency and reveal the importance of ensuring quality online
interactions in the creation and fostering of an online learning community.
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L Introduction: The Design Context

Learning communities in online distance adult education courses are considered
by many researchers to be a key element of student success in achieving learning goals,
and much discussion has occurred around models and instructional design guidelines and
structures in order to facilitate and create community (for example, Brown & Voltz,
2005; Anderson, 2004; Luppicini, 2003; Ng & Hung, 2003; Hirumi, 2002; Lock, 2002;
Rovai, 2002; Suefert, Lechner, & Stanoevska, 2002; Brown, 2001). However, an
examination of the practice of instructional design professionals, particularly at the
undergraduate or vocational/technical school level, in facilitating and creating online
learning communities for adult distance education students has not been as widely
documented, and this lack of examination of practice is one of the weaknesses in offering
evaluations or assessments of design processes that assist in the creation of high-quality
distance education courses which feature elements of learner support in the form of
community (MacDonald & Thompson, 2005; Trindade, Carmo, & Bidarra, 2000).
Current practices of instructional design team members at a western Canadian technical
college with regard to course design elements that facilitate, create or support an online
learning community are documented and examined through the team members’ own
observations and reflections. The practices of incorporating collaborative work and
interactivity, as a means of promoting community, are reflected upon through the views
of the researcher, as a technical college instructor and content writer for online courses,
as well as through the distance education course design approaches of Anderson (2003),

Lock (2002) and Garrison and Archer (2000). The resulting considerations for online
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course designers include the need to ensure a level of quality of interactivity that
promotes meaningful learning.
In order to set the context for this work, the technical college’s curriculum model

and development process, and design team structure are described.

Curriculum Process

Curriculum development at the college involves five interrelated phases: analysis,
design, development, delivery and evaluation (Curriculum Model, 1999). The process is
based upon the development of authentic learning situations which prepare graduates for
direct entry into their chosen area of employment. Industry advisory committees assist
educators in identifying specific learning requirements that will be developed into course
content, activities and assessment. Industry input and requirements drive the process of
program design, choice of courses and creation of learning outcomes in specific courses.

Analysis begins the process in order to compile and analyze the information that
will guide the design and development of a training program and its component courses.
The occupational role, learner needs, the training environment and an assessment of
existing training resources are some of the elements of analysis.

The design phase begins with further analysis of the occupational tasks involved
in the career position and the employability skills necessary to carry out that job. Tasks
and skills are chosen for inclusion in the training program, and courses and learning

outcomes are identified. Instructional methods, media and delivery technologies are

selected. Specifications for student assessments are developed.
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In the development phase, the program is described in detail and courses are
outlined through the documentation of learning outcomes and learning steps, which are
the components that lead students to achieving learning outcomes. Courses, including
face-to-face, online and print distance, are developed for delivery to students, as are the
assessments for evaluating student performance. Courseware is field-tested in draft form,
if time permits, and revised.

Delivery of courses involves the implementation of the program, and the offering
of courses to students, through traditional and web-based methods. Evaluation allows for
review of programs and the effectiveness of their delivery, and the possible revision of

courses or delivery methods.

Design teams

The technical college employs the course development team approach advocated
in the literature (Caplan, 2004; Downes, 2001). The team includes a subject matter expert
(SME) who is often an instructor who has previously taught, developed, or is an expert in
the course content. Occasionally, the SME is an expert from outside the institution. An
instructional designer enables the course content to be delivered in an online format,
putting the content into the format necessary for it to be delivered through the existing
course management system, and collaborating with other design team members to create
learning activities to achieve learning outcomes. The online design team works with
course learning outcomes previously written by curriculum developers, and while
members of the team may have earlier input in the process of writing learning outcomes,

this is not the job of the online design team. Learning steps, while also previously written
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by curriculum developers, may be further developed, modified or adjusted by the course
design team to fit the online context. The team includes a graphic or visual designer and
media specialists who collaborate in the technical creation of the course learning objects.
The web developer ensures the delivery of the course through the college’s information
system. The process is overseen by a project manager, as well as a director of the division
responsible for online course development.

Design team members interviewed for this project included subject matter
experts, instructional designers, who, in some cases were also online course facilitators,
or had taught courses in face-to-face classrooms, graphic designers, and a management

representative.

II. Review of the Literature: Designing Community

Moore (2003) decries what he sees as a recent trend by distance education
researchers to hastily present published data without providing sufficient context, thereby
giving short shrift to the literature review. “I have become very concerned at the
common, indeed almost universal assumption that research is nothing more than mere
empiricism....The ‘literature review’ that typically is the second chapter in a dissertation
or comprises the opening section of a research article is widely regarded as a chore
imposed by convention that has to be got through as quickly as possible before getting to
the ‘real thing,” which is to gather and report the results of a survey or experiment
(Moore, 2003, p. x).” He cautions that “new knowledge cannot be created by people who

do not know what is already known, yet what characterizes a great deal of what is
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presented as research in distance education today consists of data that have no connection
with what is already known (Moore, 2003, p. x).”

Moore’s comments serve as a sobering wake-up call, but also as a validation of
the necessity of revealing links in the existing literature to the research under discussion.
In delineating the function of an online educational community of inquiry, Garrison,
Anderson and Archer (2000) discuss a framework which includes what they call teaching
presence. Defined as “the design, facilitation and direction of cognitive and social
processes for the purpose of realizing personally meaningful and educationally
worthwhile learning outcomes (Garrison, Anderson & Archer, 2003, p. 116),” this
element of their framework provides a basis for examining the practice of creating or
fostering community through instructional design. Carabajal, LaPointe and Gunawardena
(2003) note the challenge for online educators is come up with a comprehensive
conceptual framework that will assist in carrying out the design of effective online
learning environments, including communities. Although the research presented here is
obviously not a comprehensive framework, it is hoped it can contribute to the discussion
of what this framework will look like. Anderson (2004) also sets out the task of the
online course designer and instructor as that of choosing, adapting and perfecting
educational activities that use the online environment to best advantage, and by so doing,
creating educational experiences that are characterized as, among other qualities,
community centred.

The following review first outlines what is meant by an online or virtual learning
community, and discusses some characteristics. The benefits of community for the

learner are examined. Considerations and recommendations of good practice are outlined
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for members of instructional design teams as they work on building online courses that
foster community. Finally, the key challenges in helping to foster or encouraging
community in online courses are discussed.

Rovai (2002) asserts that the virtual classroom can build and sustain community
as well as the traditional face-to-face classroom. An online educational community is
defined in terms of what people do together, in order to remove the constraint of
geography on the traditional definition of community. The learning community includes
the dimensions of spirit, trust, interaction and commonality of expectations and goals,
specifically, learning. “Learning represents the common purpose of the community as
members of the community grow to value learning and feel that their educational needs
are being satisfied through active participation in the community (Rovai, 2002, p. 6).” In
making the distinction that learning is the common purpose of the online educational
community, Rovai highlights a key focus for the discussion of community in this context.
Online communities of practice (Wenger, 2005), also discussed in the literature as
learning communities, support learning through engaging participants in defined goals,
social dialogue and enculturation to community attitudes (Brown & Duguid, 2000; Hung
& Nichani, 2002; Hung, 2002). Daniel, Schwier and Ross (submitted) note that learning
communities exist when learners share common interests about gaining knowledge in a
domain, and these authors acknowledge the social learning theory origins (i.e., Lave &
Wenger, 1991) of the learning community. The community metaphor, more so than the
classroom metaphor, gives educators the opportunity to deal with the deep and complex
interplay that occurs in online courses. Schwier and his colleagues argue that it is

important to distinguish the formal and informal features of virtual learning communities,
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in order to better understand and support them. Wilson, Ludwig-Hardman, Thornam, and
Dunlap (2004) distinguish the formal features of virtual learning communities with their
description of bounded learning communities (BLCs). Bounded learning communities are
“groups that form within a structured teaching or training setting, typically a course.
Unlike spontaneous communities, BLCs develop in direct response to guidance provided
by an instructor, supported by a cumulative resource base (Wilson et al., 2004, q1).”
Such communities are the focus of the research discussed here, since the specific
steps taken by the course design team are aimed at creating, fostering or sustaining a
community that exists within the context of a specific course. Garrison, Anderson and
Archer (2003) also support the notion of a delineated context for computer-mediated
communication that can create a community of learners at a distance. “For a computer
conference to serve as an educational environment, it must be more than undirected,
unreflective, random exchanges and dumps of opinions. Higher-order learning requires
systematic and sustained critical discourse....Collaborative learning in an educational
sense is more than a mindless free-for-all. Interaction must be coordinated and synergistic
(Garrison, Anderson, & Archer, 2001, p- 21).” The coordination referred to is part of the
role of teaching presence, one of the three elements of their framework for online
educational community. Garrison (2000) notes that distance educators share control of
the educational exchange with members of the community of learners and are part of that
community, and that educators are not solely part of the organizational team of
curriculum developers. The other overlapping elements of Garrison, Anderson and
Archer’s framework are social presence and cognitive presence. Social presence is

defined as the “ability of learners to project themselves (i.e., their personal
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characteristics) socially and emotionally, thereby representing themselves as ‘real’ people
in a community of inquiry (Garrison, Anderson & Archer, 2003, p. 115).” Cognitive
presence is the “extent to which learners are able to construct and confirm meaning
through sustained reflection and discourse in a critical community of inquiry (Garrison,
Anderson & Archer, 2003, p. 115).”

However, Conrad (2002; 2002a) notes it is sometimes difficult for online learners
to define community, even though they have participated in a structured course which
included elements built into it to help foster community. Despite this “push” into a
community framework, “somewhat like an arranged marriage (Conrad, 2002, p. 5),” she
discovered that students defined community as a cohesive group of learners going
through similar experiences, supporting each other in crises, sharing knowledge and
expertise and networking with each other. It may be difficult for learners to briefly
summarize or articulate the essence of the learning community since the heart of it lies in
the complex conversations and sociopolitical and sociocultural influences of computer-
mediated communications (Luppicini, 2002). The process by which an online learning
community is formed depends on the conversations of learners as they first become
comfortable communicating with each other online, moving on to acceptance of
community members, and then deeper camaraderie (Brown, 2001). The longer the online
community is together, the more likely it is that the characterizations of common purpose
and “place,” for example, studying together on the web, become replaced by emphasis on
relationships, interconnectedness, familiarity and reduced formality (Conrad, 2005).
Lock (2002) also adopts the idea of community as a fluid process which gains strength

over time, fostering and building on interdependence of members who are supportive of



Community by design 9

each other and who build mutual relationships. “Online learning communities are
networks of social relationships, where engagement and interaction are critical factors
within a constructivist learning environment (Lock, 2002, p- 396).”

Indeed, a constructivist setting, where meaning, information and knowledge is
shared, constructed and negotiated among community members is often cited as a key
characteristic of an online learning community (Garrison, Anderson & Archer, 2003;
Granger & Bowman, 2003; Daniel, Schwier, & Ross, submitted; Peterson & Bond, 2004
Lock, 2002; Freeman & Bamford, 2004). The online learning community is also
characterized as one which reduces transactional distance between learners and
instructors (based on Moore, 1993), creates reciprocal awareness of individuals in the
community, includes small group activities and collaborative work, and is large enough
to encourage an exchange of a variety of ideas but small enough for meaningful contact
and exchange between community members (Rovai, 2002). A strong sense of community
is also characterized by deep levels of engagement and dialogue in the class, and feelings
of acceptance and worthiness are communicated through long threaded discussions and
high-quality participant input (Brown, 2001). Brown (2001) also found that the online
learning community is characterized by respect and trust, even though those feelings are
transmitted only through computer text.

Wilson et al. (2004) identify seven features associated with bounded learning
communities that facilitate their development: 1) shared goals; 2) safe and supportive
conditions; 3) collective identity; 4) collaboration; 5) respectful inclusion; 6) progressive
discourse toward knowledge building; and 7) mutual appropriation. The collaborative

work of the community helps students to learn to use each other as resources and gain a
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social context for the material they are learning; as well, online community can reduce
learners’ sense of isolation and keep them in the course, and can serve as a bridge to
experiences of the employment world (Wilson et al., 2004). “In summary, we believe that
most courses are richer and more authentic learning environments when learning
communities are encouraged and supported (Wilson et al., 2004, q13).” Paloff and Pratt
(1999) identify similar attributes of what they call highly functional learning
communities, including honesty, responsiveness, relevance, respect, openness and
empowerment. In a matched study of an online and face-to-face course, Lobel, Neubauer
and Swedburg (2005) found online learners were more likely to participate and express
themselves, rather than focus on dialogue with the teacher or expert, as occurred in the
face-to-face class; the interaction of the online participants also led to the creation of a
group entity, a necessary basis for collaborative group work. The supportive and
collaborative online community of inquiry can help learners persist in online study, as
well as motivate, reduce stress, foster self-directed learning skills and enhance learning
through a positive climate of trust (Fahy, 2003; Ludwig-Hardman & Dunlap, 2003).
Other benefits of the online educational community include gaining knowledge about the
field of practice that is the subject of the course, as well as understanding teaching and
learning, and technology, learning time management, and gaining critical thinking skills
(Buckingham, 2003). Critical thinking is one of the indicators of higher-order learning
that is fostered by meaningful exchanges in an online learning community (Garrison,
Anderson & Archer, 2001).

However, for all the learning and affective benefits cited, fostering or creating,

and sustaining community can be problematic in an online educational setting. Peters
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(2003) highlights the difficulty of computer-mediated communication: “What is missing
is the consciously perceived presence of others, their aura, the feeling of being together,
which arises in a different manner in every meeting (p. 99).” As indicated by the
literature cited above, the sense of community and personal interaction strengthens as
learners spend more time together in their virtual communities. However, this time
investment may be resented by some learners, who choose distance education because
they have time constraints or they do not wish their independence to be constrained
(Anderson, 2004). “In short, it may be more challenging than we think to create and
sustain these communities (Anderson, 2004, p. 40).” The challenge, however, is worth it,
in order to guide learners toward successful completion of their studies and to promote a
deep understanding of learners’ interactions in order to support their efforts both within
and beyond course content (Daniel, Schwier & Ross, submitted).

Blair and Hoy (2006) suggest that a virtual community is more complicated than
the term itself indicates, since adult learners now come from a demographic much
broader than 18 to 22-year-olds and have many competing demands upon their time. The
reality of adult learners requires flexible approaches to instructional design (Blair & Hoy,
2006). An expansion of teaching and learning approaches ié necessary to create web-
based course design which promotes higher thinking and learning, since knowledge
construction and critical thinking do not necessarily occur just because students are
interacting online (Kanuka, 2002 & 2000).

The instructional design process is critical to the fostering of online distance
education communities (Hirumi, 2002). “Flaws in design are amplified online (Hirumi,

2002, p. 26).” Given this challenge, there are several factors of which instructional
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designers and design team members must be aware when attempting to structure online
courses in a way that fosters community.

Interactivity is a common theme in distance education that attempts to address
and overcome the physical separation of members of the learning community (Saba,
2000). The type of interactivity can vary, for example, posting to discussion boards or
student interaction with sophisticated media pieces that allow students to gain knowledge
and test skills at their own pace; given these considerations, the designer must choose
what’s best for a particular audience of learners, in a specific application (Brown &
Voltz, 2005). The challenge is that the situation in which the learning resources are to be
used isn’t always completely known or predictable (Brown & Voltz, 2005). However,
other researchers have add.ressed aspects of interactivity which are important to learners,
including a strong affinity to establishing online etiquette (Conrad, 2002a), supporting
and encouraging computer-mediated communications that resemble discussion and
exchange of ideas rather than recitation (Hillman, 1999; Tu, 2002), shared socially
constructed meanings from the course participants’ perspective (Vrasidas & Mclsaac,
1999), and learner-instructor interaction which is timely (Northrup, 2002;-Peters0n &
Bond, 2004) as well as competent and profes;ional (Bolliger & Martindale, 2004) and
supportive (Schwitzer & Lovell, 1999). Active moderator involvement (the moderator is
not necessarily the instructor) in community discussions and activities, and community
member collaboration are identified as two additional interactivity factors fundamental to
virtual learning communities of inquiry (Luppicini, 2003). Brown (2001) suggests a key
interactive step in establishing community is for the instructor to initiate a discussion of

on-line community as soon as course participants log on, to allow learners to investigate
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the benefits of community, and to create a perceived need for community which the
course participants will strive to fill. Another practical strategy to encourage interaction
of online course community members is to provide opportunities for off-task, student-to-
student discussion (Parchoma, 2003). Such activities are part of specific guidelines
course design team members can use to incorporate collaborative work and encourage
community-building and involvement of learners in online courses (Lock, 2002).
Learner-centred instructional design, which takes into consideration learners’
characteristics and organizes activities that are meaningful to them, is advocated as an
appropriate approach for designing online courses that encourage community (Parchoma,
2003). Anderson (2004) dubs this approach learning, rather than learner, centred, but
supports the same method. Several researchers have outlined learning-centred
approaches, to use Anderson’s term, with specific steps designed to encourage
meaningful, relevant, and collaborative activities for online learners (Caplan, 2004; Hall,
Watkins, & Eller, 2003; Granger & Bowman, 2003). Emphasis is on choosing the most
suitable approach for the learning context (Trentin, 2002; Seufert, Lechner, &
Stanoevska, 2002). Designing online learning communities involves selecting activities
appropriate to expanding the community’s knowledge, setting out specific tasks for
community members in conducting the activity, and crafting rules to encourage sharing
and tolerance (Ng & Hung, 2003). Hirumi (2002) also advocates the use of a well-defined
systematic instructional design process to help ensure the design and development of
effective, community-building instructional materials. The process involves identifying
experiences essential for learners in the course, grounding instructional strategies in

specified objectives, putting the experiences into the course and defining the interactions
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that will carry them out, and selecting the tool by which the interaction will be achieved
(Hirumi, 2002). It is critical to know and understand the purpose of the technology
chosen for each design element (Shearer, 2003). Designing problems, critical incidents
and role plays that mirror real-life applications create opportunities for collaboration and
group knowledge-building, and engage as well as instruct the learners (Naidu, 2003;
Granger & Bowman, 2003).

So, course design team members must take appropriate steps to design course
activities with interactivity and collaboration in mind, and consider the appropriateness of
technology, as well as cost (Downes, 2001). The challenge for them is to juggle all of
these considerations and come up with a learner-centred product that promotes
community (Anderson, 2004). Although this is a daunting task, Anderson (2003) suggests
deep and meaningful learning can take place when at least one of three forms of
interaction is present at a high level in an online course—student-teacher interaction,
student-student interaction or student-content interaction. The “equivalency of
interaction” suggests that course designers have flexibility in the steps they choose to

take in creating, fostering, encouraging or sustaining community in online courses

(Anderson, 2003).

~ III. Methodology: Revealing the Thread of Collaboration

Nine members of the educational institution’s online course design team were
interviewed about the design factors that contribute to the creation of community in

online distance education courses offered by the institution. The method of analysis
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involved, as discussed by Strauss and Corbin (1990), “deconstructing” the content of
each interview to reveal concepts and categories, and then analyzing these to determine
relationships among categories and resulting themes. The categorization and analysis of
the data was conducted in order to identify, as understood by the study participants, the
nature of community in an online course context, the course design factors contributing to
the creation of community, the measures necessary to improve design teams’ abilities to
build community into online courses, and issues that present a challenge to the
opportunity for students to experience community while taking online courses.

Through this analysis, several themes, or common streams of content, and sub-
themes were identified. The first theme discusses the similar ways in which study
participants, the design team members, described community in the online context. Sub-
themes involve identification of different types of community, the benefits of community,
and the barriers to the creation of community. The second theme involves the course
design, content, instructional and course delivery factors that contribute to the creation of
community. Sub-themes in this category are factors controlled by people (designers,
content providers and instructors), and factors controlled by technology. Critical factors
in creation of community in online courses make up the third theme. Sub-themes are
collaboration, and trust. The fourth theme involves promotion of good practice (Calder,
2000), and techniques and practices that should be used, or used more frequently, to
ensure community is an element of online course design. The final theme discusses
significant challenges that might have an impact on the creation of community in online
courses. While collaboration and collaborative work was identified as a sub-theme in the

category of critical factors relating to the creation of community, the concept of
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collaboration surfaced in the definition of community, course design elements and in the
discussion of the use of techniques and practices to foster community.

The design team’s discussion of collaboration and interactivity as key elements in
fostering online community are examined in light of Anderson’s (2003) theory of
equivalency, Lock’s (2002) guidelines for fostering community in course design and
Garrison and Archer’s (2000) approach to distance education course design. The details
of this examination and the researéher’s perspective on the design team’s experience and

practice are discussed in the Analysis section.

IV. Summary of the Data

Describing community

The study interviewees, course design team members, identified and described
various aspects of community in an online course context. The following is a summary of
the interviewees’ definition of community and the sub-themes that emerged in defining
community.

The design team members explained that the participants in online course
communities at the educational institution under study are chiefly the students and the
course instructors; the list of participants branches out in some contexts to include wider
communities, such as the educational institution, which includes administration, other
faculty, staff, other students and graduates, and professional communities which include
people working in the field in which students are taking the online course. For example,

some courses are designed to include material from “guest” content providers, similar to
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guest lecturers in a classroom. However, participants in the online community are likely
to be geographically separated. Some participants may be part of the on-campus
community while they are taking online courses, others may be at various locations,
urban and rural, in the province.

Design team members noted that participants in online course communities share
common interests and goals, which include in immediate terms, the course content, and in
wider terms, the program certificate or diploma, as well as possible shared interests in a
general topic area, similar to Wenger’s definition of communities of practice (1998,
1998a). Design team members interviewed in this study explained that community
participants support each other through collaborating on course work and sharing ideas
through the course discussion board, synchronous chats or lectures, e-mails, and other
contact outside of the course. In the experience of design team members, students in
online courses create a sense of belonging to the group by introducing themselves
through the discussion board, using the discussion board to comment on their colleagues’
work or ideas using supportive, respectful language, and sharing information. Design
team members observed that the information may be directly related to the course, or
may be related to part of the social or professional support network created as a result of

participation in the course.

Types of community
The design team members interviewed distinguished various levels, or types, of
community that might occur within the online course context, depending on the type of

interaction occurring between participants. In the experience of design team members,
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when students relate only with each other, for example on collaborative project work or
discussion board sessions that do not involve the instructor, a student-to-student
cbmmunity is created. Inclusion of the instructor may bring a different tone to the
interactions, so the student group-instructor community was identified as another type by
the design team members interviewed. Design team members also described student-to-
student interactions that may take the students outside of the online course context, for
example, continued interaction of some students as they join their chosen professions and
keep in touch socially or professionally. The social community that occurs outside of the
course was considered by design team members to be another level or type of

community.

Benefits of community

Participants in online course communities can enhance their learning experience
through involvement in a community, according to the design team members
interviewed. Learning experience, from the perspective of design team members,
involves comprehension of course content, and wider “content” that includes social
experience and related subject content. For example, students may forget the details of
course content but may maintain social and professional contacts made through the
course. In the experience of design team members, these networks may be more valuable
to furthering students’ careers than time-sensitive content.

Design team members explained that enhancement of the learning experience
occurs through students supporting one another by “sharing frustrations and successes”

and working collaboratively on assignments, and learning from colleagues through this
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collaboration. As well, in the experience of design team members, enhancement involves
students’ learning to broaden their scope of argumentation and move beyond simply
posting an opinion, to reflecting on the meaning and application of course content and
other students’ reflections, and learning, through interaction with colleagues and the
instructor, that problem-solving can employ a variety of approaches. Design team
members identified a key benefit of community as a wider understanding of course
content and a retention that goes beyond recitation of facts. For example, design team
members noted that if a student recalls how various comments on the discussion board
clarified a particular course topic, a student may find it easier to apply knowledge in the
workplace, rather than just relying on information. Another key benefit identified by the
design team was that collaboration could occur at a distance, without the need for
participants to be in the same location. Thus, the range of possible project partners or
sources of information or knowledge on a topic was not limited by location, in the

experience of design team members.

Barriers to community

Design team members identified factors that could stall or discourage the creation
of community in an online environment. Ironically, in the experience of design team
members, some of the qualities which characterized community could also possibly work
against it.

Course content was identified by some design team members as a barrier to the
creation of a community, in that some courses, like mathematics or computer

programming, might be more likely to lend themselves to individual work, and might
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attract students who resist a collaborative approach to course work. Other design team
members strongly disagreed with the characterization, however. In their mind, course
content sometimes presents a challenge to collaborative work, but it is typically possible
to include course elements that encourage interaction, such as requirements for posting to
discussion boards.

In the experience of some design team members, another major barrier to the
existence of community is the online environment itself, which can fall short of the
classroom environment in terms of richness and variety. Course design team members
must then make a conscious decision to put community-building elements into courses,
and these techniques may or may not work (depending on factors which will be identified
later in this summary of data). As well, design team members explained that the online
environment tends to create the illusion of delivering a course to one student at a time, so
the community is somewhat “hidden.” For example, it was noted that when instructors
receive e-mail from a single student at a time, it is easy to think of the course in terms of
one student at a time, rather than envisioning the course as being delivered to a
community of several students, who interact with each other and the instructor. Thus, in
the experience of design team members, the anonymity that can occur online was seen as
a barrier to creating a community of students working together.

Design team members also identified a lack of, or extremely limited, instructor
interaction as another barrier to students feeling that they belonged to a community;
while design team members noted there are times when it is necessary to let only the
students interact with each other without the instructor intervening, it was also thought to

be preferable to have the instructor involved in more than just providing a single
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evaluation at the end of the course. However, while design team members identified low
instructor interaction as a possible barrier, too much instructor interaction—especially
through synchronous course tools which required students and instructor to be logged on
at the same time—could create too much of a demand on the students’ time, in the
experience of design team membérs interviewed.

The number of course assignments, their complexity and the deadlines for these
assignments could also work against community, according to design team members.
Students might be too busy to interact with each other, or, at the other end of the
spectrum, students might be required to interact to such an extent that they could be
overloaded by the demands on their time, in the experience of the design team. In this
case, some students might come to resent the necessity of being involved in the
community, design team members felt. The team members interviewed also noted that
students might be reluctant to comment on or evaluate the work of their peers, and may
feel they are not qualified to make such assessments.

Technology could also work against community, in the experience of some
members of the design team. While the appropriate technology is necessary to deliver the
course in a way that allows for and encourages collaboration, students’ unfamiliarity with
the technology or their lack of desire to use synchronous technology, like live chats,
could reduce the desire to be part of or participate in the online course community, design

team members explained.
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Factors Contributing to the Creation of Community

Design team members interviewed identified specific factors which contributed to
or assisted in the creation of community in online courses. The factors can be divided into
two broad categories, ones which are controlled by people—subject matter experts,
instructors or course facilitators, and course designers and graphic artists—and ones

which involve technology, such as the course delivery platform.

People factors

Design team members identified the chief “people-designed” factor as
interactivity that encourages or creates large-group interaction. In the experience of
design team members, this element can be achieved through a number of methods,
including setting up a “welcome” session where students post introductions and or
pictures of themselves to the discussion board, establishing course requirements for
students to post discussion board comments and questions, requirements for peer review
or critique of each other’s assignments or projects, and opportunities to participate in
instructor-facilitated live chat sessions or synchronous lectures. Design team members
suggested small-group (two to four people per group) interaction can be created by
requiring students to collaborate on assignments and to join in live chat sessions to
discuss group projects.

Design team members described the instructor’s role in clearly setting
expectations and being involved in the course; instructor involvement was also seen as an
important factor that contributed to the notion of cohesiveness and unity among course

participants. In the experience of design team members, explanation of expectations
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includes describing to students the expected tone and content of online comments—
respectful and constructive—explaining, or providing copies of, criteria for grading
assignments, providing feedback to students in a timely and consistent manner, and
fostering the creation of trust among participants by taking a leadership role in sharing
information and employing a respectful, constructive tone. The instructor, it was felt by
design team members, should also solicit student feedback or input that could be used to
improve the course in future years. In the experience of design team members, students
were pleased to offer material that would be credited to them and used as content in
future courses; design team members observed that students were thus willing to support
the creation of community in future years.

Creation of a rich online environment that takes advantage of available
technology and which mimics the level of interactivity that could be available in a face-
to-face classroom was also identified as an important factor by design team members. In
their experience, the environment can be enriched through discussion forums,
synchronous lectures and or chats, videos, audio clips, graphics, concept maps, where
students roll the mouse across areas of a picture to reveal information, animations,
interactive pieces which allow students to test and review knowledge, blogs, photographs,
slide shows, and interactive role plays. Course content, the development budget and
production timelines affect the degree to which courses include interactive media pieces,
according to design team members. For example, to incorporate an on-line role-play in a
course, where students play specific roles in a scenario over an extended time (several

days or more), requires the institution’s investment in copyrighted software.
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Even though several elements were identified by the design team that would add
to the richness of the online experience, and would provide information in ways that
appealed to various learning styles, it was also felt that students should be able to easily
navigate through course material, with elements being intuitively linked. Making the
course difficult to navigate or access would only be frustrating for students, and would
likely lead them to “drop out” of the community, according to the design team members
interviewed. In their experience, ease of use also means flexibility that allows students to
take advantage of the online environment. Almost all interviewees pointed out the fact
that students take online courses because the time and location limitations of face-to-face
courses rule them out as an option for students. Therefore, design team members were
unwilling to impose a heavy requirement for synchronous participation, and many
preferred none at all. Design team members were also aware of the need to build
flexibility into course content that could take into account the instructor’s preferences for
interactivity. In the experience of design team members, the subject matter expert
providing content for a course does not usually end up being the instructor or facilitator
of that course.

While interactivity was seen by design team members to foster community,
interviewees also mentioned some elements that simply allowed for individual student
reflection. In the experience of design team members, if students had the opportunity to
write in a journal or examine personal reactions, that chance for self-reflection was likely
to provide a basis for thoughtful discussion, comments and interaction with the instructor

and peers.
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Overall, course design team members felt if was important to have a plan for
organizing, designing and delivering course content so that interactivity, collaboration,
sharing, relationship-building and support were encouraged in the online context. Design
team members identified a thread which ran through all of the techniques that supported
collaboration: the necessity for a supportive, respectful, timely exchange of information
and ideas that fostered trust among course participants. Trust will be discussed further as

a factor in creating and supporting community.

Technology factors

The course management system which is used to deliver online courses at the
educational institution is WebCT. It provides course designers with interactive tools such
as discussion boards, synchronous chats and e-mail. In the experience of design team
members, the purpose of the course tools is to provide channels for student collaboration
and sharing of information and the application of information, or knowledge. The
practices described by design team members indicate that the course management system
provides a framework in which rich course content can be delivered, such as videos, a
variety of interactive media pieces and audio clips. The educational institution’s portal,
which is available to both online and face-to-face students, also supports access to online
course content, in the experience of the design team. Wider use of the portal to support
course blogs and information sharing was seen by design team members as a method of
expanding online course communities. Future student comfort with the use of webcams

was also seen by design team members as a technolo gy which could enhance students’
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experience of a community in the online environment, since the webcam could more

closely duplicate a face-to-face exchange.

Key factors

Collaboration was repeatedly identified by design team members as a critical
factor in creating and facilitating online community. The collaboration did not necessarily
have to come in the form of requiring students to work together on a joint project, in the
experience of the design team. The team members interviewed explained that students
can learn collaboratively through the exploration of various topics, including critiques of
peers’ work, specific questions set by the instructor, discussion of readings, videos, audio
clips or graphics, or the discussion of various aspects of framing an argument or problem-
solving. The exchange of ideas and information in a timely manner was also identified by
design team members as particularly significant to ensure input on issues being
discussed, and to keep the course from stagnating. Instructor involvement, as discussed
earlier, in encouraging and fostering collaboration was seen by design team members as
important and necessary.

Design team members identified trust, and the instructor’s role in creating a
model for trust, as a common idea running through the discussions on collaboration;
although the word trust might not have been used by all interviewees, all identified
elements that characterize trust as being key to creation and facilitation of community. In
the experience of design team members, such elements include respectful, supportive,
well-thought out responses and comments that encourage participation and create a non-

Judgmental environment. The characterization of community as a support system implies
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that online course participants place trust and value in each other’s input, according to

design team members.

What needs to be done

The need to for course design team members to discover and reflect on what
elements of course content, design and delivery were successful in creating community
was identified by the team as an area for future work. Whether design team members did
this investigation themselves (which some did, informally) or whether that information
was gathered for them, team members wished to know for sure what worked previously
and why. The comment that there was little time for reflection because they were “on to
working on the next course” was often repeated.

As well, design team members talked about the need to determine the audience
for online courses. Some team members observed that they struggled to provide course
elements in the absence of information about how many students might enroll, where
they might be located, what their backgrounds and interests might be, and who the course

instructor would be.

Challenges to the community experience

The most critical challenge to the potential for students to experience a rich
course in which the instructor takes a key role in creating community was identified by
design team members as instructional time. If students are to experience, absorb and learn
to apply course content (application being the highest goal), the instructor must be

engaged, involved and interested and must provide timely and well-thought-out feedback,
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in the view of design team members. If instructors are expected to provide a high level of
input and interaction into creating a course community, compensation and hours of work
for online instruction become issues which need to be addressed by the institution,

commented design team members.

V. Analysis: Community’s Collaborative Anchor

The collaborative thread

Design team members repeatedly identified collaboration and interactivity, in
various forms, as key elements in building and sustaining community in online courses.
The themes of interaction and collaborative work were continuously woven throughout
various elements of the data, whether it was a discussion of a definition of community, or
an identification of instructional design features that can be included in courses to
enhance community. Team members spoke of interactivity as a quality that defines the
learning community, and collaborative work as a method of establishing the community:

“A learning community is the inferactive (emphasis mine) aspect that occurs not

only between the students and the instructor or the facilitator, but among the

students themselves.” —Participant 8, {7, line 1

“It is vitally important that we try our very best as course designers or instructors

to create a virtual or online community where people can interact with each

other.” -9:16:4

“We (as design team members) try to establish community right up front, (and let

it be known) that it is an expectation (in an online course) to collaborate and get
to know each other.” —6:4:2
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“Interaction g important op aregular bagig throughout the course...every learning
outcome, they (students) will be interacting in some way, whether jt’g in
discussions oy chats or doing things together behing the scenes.” —-6:4:9

“Students do better work if they know their peers are going to be reviewing it in
addition to whoever jg instructing Or mediating the Course.” -3:23:18

of course content, and critique-based, Problem-bageq oy role play-baseq assignments,
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of other students, the instructor or the interactive content, and to further develop their
knowledge through reflection upon these interactions:
“You get a collaborative construction of a bigger understanding (as students
ponder) ‘My colleague said this, but my instructor said something else... Why did
they disagree on that point?’” —3:23:35
“The collaboration aspect permeates most of the assignments...(for example) a
role-playing situation that is online, web-based and constructivist. We (the course
designers) put the students into a setting and they construct how this is going to
end up and how it will unfold...they write the script.” -8:8:18 & 4, line 14
“One of the assignments is on antibiotic prophylaxis, so (the students) are going
to design (an educational tool for clients) in whatever medium, it could be a web
page, it could be a video clip...(that) will be used for the greater good as an
educational tool...(The students) upload these videos to the (educational
institution) website and they can educate the public and increase the profile of
(the institution)...So students have an impetus to do well because they know it’s
not just for (them)...when they’ve done it, they contribute to the course.”
—6:14:55
However, even though design team members viewed collaborative work as a
knowledge-building process, they also sometimes referred to collaboration
interchangeably with discourse and interactivity (as indicated by some of the previous
comments), suggesting a blurring of the distinctions among the various types of
interaction. Building course activities that are truly collaborative requires designers to
push beyond interchanges and discussion, and to oblige students to reflect on their
interactions. While reflection was recognized by design team members as a necessary
contributor to knowledge-building, it should be noted the reflective component may be
lost if it’s left up to the student to reflect on his or her own time, without the aid of a
required course activity.

Several authors identify collaboration as a key element in creating or sustaining

online learning communities (Lock, 2002; Wilson et. al., 2004; Rovai, 2002; Schwitzer,
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Ancis, & Brown, 2001). To summarize their positions, collaboration, while requiring
interactivity, goes beyond a simple exchange of ideas or transfer of information, to
knowledge-building, where students construct an understanding of the course material
that is richer than they previously had; in the best case scenario from a technical college
perspective, students gain knowledge that will be relevant to application in authentic
workplace situations (Wilson et al., 2004; Brown & Voltz, 2005). As well, collaboration
can occur through supportive peer relationships which can exist as a result of the
establishment of course study groups, support groups or peer mentoring (Schwitzer,
Ancis, & Brown, 2001). While socially constructivist activities like an online role play
prod students toward building knowledge together, other strategies used by the design
team have the potential to be collaborative, but may not necessarily turn out that way. For
example, using content as a discussion point and requiring students to post comments to
the discussion board, respond to comments, and to moderate and summarize the
discussion, may result in students building knowledge of the course material. However,
such a transformation is not guaranteed, since students may continue to stick to their
original ideas on a topic and may choose not to reflect on the input of others, unless that
reflection is a required element.

Collaboration and the interaction that occurs through sustained communication
are essential for meaningful learning in adult education and distance education (Garrison
& Archer, 2000; Hirumi, 2002; Rovai, 2002; Jeong, 2003). “Through collaboration and
sustained communication the student moves beyond the construction of personal meaning
to being exposed to new and different perspectives and the confirmation of knowledge

through consensus building (Garrison & Archer, 2000, p. 12).” While constructing
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meaning is the job of the individual student, this activity takes place primarily in a social
context that features the relationships between the instructor and the students, and among
the students themselves (Garrison & Archer, 2000). In a collaborative learning
environment, instructors and students work together to make connections, to gain
understanding of course material, and to interact with the course content in a way that
builds students’ knowledge. The learning and knowledge creation that occurs in this
environment is called “collaborative constructivism,” by Garrison and Archer, where
personal meaning and knowledge is a derivative of social interchange and negotiated
understanding (2000, p. 43). The repetition of the knowledge-building notion in this
label suggests a continuous loop of interaction, with the social interchange being central
to students’ understanding of the course content, and student comprehension of course
content contributing to the social interchange.

Collaboration, as a critical component of meaningful learning in adult education,
1s also identified as a cornerstone of the online learning community (Lock, 2002;
Anderson, 2004). The experiences of collabérative work are participatory (not passive)
and involve communication and interaction, all three of which are viewed as elements
critical to the fostering and creation of learning communities in online courses (Lock,
2002). The view of collaborative work as participatory, communicative and interactive is
an approach shared by study participants:

“People need to be taken out of their comfort zone to grow. There are some

people who don’t like to collaborate. ..(so0) there can be options around the

amount of collaboration and...students need to know the ground rules around

collaboration. We (course design team members) often have the students together

design the ground rules for communication in the course so they have ownership.”
—6:18:6
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Giving students the opportunity to agree upon the rules for group communication
can assist in creating a collaborative environment online. However, since some students
may not place a high value on this activity, course instructors or facilitators would still
need to have the option to step in and set out the course expectations and rationale for
collaboration.

Collaboration incorporates the thread of interactivity (Hirumi, 2002; Vrasidas &
Mclsaac, 1999), which study participants explained must be woven into online course
design in order for students and instructors to support each other in an online learning
community:

“If they (students) are not going to feel isolated or alone or secluded, you need to

build in as many opportunities as possible for them to interact. ...If you want to

build community, then you definitely have to take steps to do that consciously.”
—8:12:1 ‘

“Good instructional design in an online environment should attempt to mimic the
kind of interactivity or interaction that we can easily build into face-to-face
instruction. We have to keep in mind that just because our students are not in the
same room when we are delivering the course does not mean that we are
delivering it to each student individually. Instead, we are actually delivering the
course to a community of people.” -9:22:1
However, it should be noted that just because interactivity and collaboration can
easily be built into face-to-face instruction doesn’t mean that face-to-face classrooms are
always the site of knowledge construction. While the best classrooms, where a variety of
learning styles are acknowledged and social knowledge construction occurs, can be held
up as a standard, course designers would also do well to operate from the standpoint that

online learning can offer students as many or more opportunities for collaboration and

interactivity as face-to-face classrooms.
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As critical as collaboration is to the online learning community, it is also difficult
to create, support and sustain. In the experience of design team members, students may
be unfamiliar with the give-and-take constructivist process that is involved in
collaborative work, since much of their educational history may have focused on
individual work. Students need to be educated about collaboration:

“I received emails from...students asking for clarification on what way it was OK

to work together. They were under the impression that if they worked together,

that was somehow cheating....I think we have to explain to (students) it’s OK to
work together, and this is why you want to work together, and how it can be
helpful to you and how it can be of benefit to you, and explain the ways in which

it can improve their learning experience.” —4:12:6

The approach described above could become a guiding theme for course design
teams; subject matter experts should be made aware of the need to orient students toward
collaborative activities.

Students assigned collaborative projects or given opportunities for collaboration
may still choose other processes that are not necessarily completed together through
dialogue and knowledge-building; in other words, their work may not be truly
collaborative (Paulus, 2005). Instead of working together, students may decide to divide
up tasks and work individually, although cooperatively (Paulus, 2005). While a
cooperative process is interactive, it does not necessarily build toward collaboration or
shared knowledge construction, although this could occur if there is an opportunity for
reflection, which is either purposely included in the course activity or is an endeavor
undertaken by the student independently (Garrison & Archer, 2000). In the view of

design team members, the opportunity for reflection can provide students with longer-

term applications of knowledge that will serve them in the workplace:
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“(Through reflecting on collaborative exchanges) students build a larger lattice of
understanding of what happened and how they are going to transfer that and apply
that to the workplace.” —3:23:33

“Another part of the collaborative piece is reflection and peer assessment...as
(professionals in their field) they need to critically reflect on their performance
and their peers’ performance, and how they inter-relate with them for
improvement.” —6:6:18

Again, reflection requires a conscious decision on the part of the design team to

build reflective activities into the course material, rather than leaving this element to the

will of the individual student.

Design practice

In creating an interactive, collaborative online environment for students which
allows opportunity for reflection upon and achievement of learning goals, a number of
considerations must be balanced. Study participants explained their practice in
incorporating into online courses elements of interactive, collaborative work which
requires a “dynamic exchange” (Hirumi, 2002), in order to foster the creation of a
community of learners. The practices are grounded in practicality, given constraints such
as the course learning objectives (i.e., what are the key objectives on which the course
must focus), course content, available technical media, learners’ time, and instructor
approach and preferences. Design team members were aware that the responsibilities of
involvement in an online course community place constraints on learners, and they were
careful to point out that learners should be given some flexibility in shaping and creating
their learning community and in deciding their level of participation in the community,

approaches shared in the literature (Anderson, 2004; Garrison & Archer, 2000). Given
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the repeated occurrence of the themes of collaboration and interactivity throughout the
interviews of study participants, the design team’s practice of incorporating these
elements to foster online community will be examined in terms of Anderson’s
equivalency of interaction theorem (2003), which relates specifically to creating an
appropriate mix of interactive course components in instructional design of online
courses. Interactivity is the context in which collaboration occurs, and collaboration is a
community-building form of interactivity (Lock, 2002). The application of Anderson’s
theory to the practice of online design team members interviewed in this study will be
reviewed in light of Lock’s (2002) recommendations for using the design process to set
up the conditions which foster community in online courses, and Garrison and Archer’s
(2000) “collaborative constructivist” approach to instructional design of online distance
education courses.

To set the context for this discussion, Anderson’s equivalency theory states that,
in online course design:

Deep and meaningful formal learning is supported as long as one of the three

forms of interaction (student-teacher; student-student; student-content) is at a high

level. The other two may be offered at minimal levels, or even eliminated, without

degrading the educational experience. High levels of more than one of these three

modes will likely provide a more satisfying educational experience, though these

experiences may not be as cost or time effective as less interactive learning

sequences (2003, ]10).

Lock (2002) brings forward five guidelines for course designers and other

educators to consider as they attempt to foster a learning community for students that can

be a network of support and assistance in achieving learning goals:
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® Designers and instructors must be aware of community in online learning,
and see its value; they need to keep in mind the factors necessary to
developing online community.

® Course developers and instructors need to reflect on what mechanisms
they can create and carry out in order to build communication,
collaboration, interaction and participation into online courses. For
example, is work in small groups possible? The technology used in the
course should support interpersonal interaction and sharing.

* Affiliations and connections need to be sustained not only within online
courses, but between courses and beyond the course environment.
Community connection should extend beyond the course.

* Educators should weave the concept of learning community throughout
individual courses, the curriculum, the institution and professional
organizations. Leadership is key in developing and sustaining long-term
community learning relationships.

* Designers and instructors should take the opportunity to conduct action
research on the development of learning communities, to feed an iterative
design process.

The iterative nature of the design process is also stressed by Garrison and Archer (2000).
The design of distance education courses should be communicative and collaborative in
order to be flexible and responsive to the learning context, and to assist instructors and
learners in constructing knowledge to gether (Garrison & Archer, 2000). The approach

described by Garrison & Archer is, given the constraints of time and budget, and the
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demands of meeting a multiplicity of student needs, a best-case scenario. It requires a
well-funded institution where designers and instructors have the luxury of time reflect on
their work, share knowledge and collaborate iteratively so that courses are regularly
upgraded and improved. While the approach discussed by Garrison and Archer (2000) is
necessary and useful as a standard for good practice, it is also tempered in practice by the
many demands on publicly funded educational institutions.

The practice of design team members in this study demonstrate the principles of
Anderson’s discussion of equivalency, as designers strive to meet the constraints of
designing courses that not only fulfill learning objectives and assist learners in achieving
learning goals through an online course community, but which also meet the practical
considerations of budgetary and work time limitations. The decisions made while seeking
to create a mix of collaborative, interactive course content relate favorably to Lock’s
(2002) guidelines for online course community development, and follow Garrison and
Archer’s (2000) recommendation of a method that incorporates flexibility in creating
online instruction. The design team members’ practice seeks to strike a balance between
practical, institutional considerations and furthering learning goals through employing
collaborative elements to encourage online community, thus demonstrating the
application of the notion of equivalency (Anderson, 2003), and acknowledging the
critical importance of dynamic interaction and collaborative elements (Lock, 2002;
Garrison & Archer, 2000). One design team member noted the importance of the three
types of interaction Anderson discusses:

“(Recommendations for good practice in designing each course) would be to

make sure there are built-in interactions suitable to the course—student to
instructor, and student to student, as well as interacting with the content.” —5:24:1
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Anderson suggests that his theory “implies that an instructional designer can
substitute one type of interaction for one of the others (at the same level) with little loss
in educational effectiveness—thus the label of an equivalency theory (2003, q11).”
vClearly, for these various interactions to be truly interchangeable, the quality, not just the
quantity, of the interactions is critical. For example, reading text online is student
interaction with the content, but it is hardly stimulating or engaging in a way that would
promote deep and meaningful learning. While the preference of design team members
interviewed in this study would be to build all three types of interaction into the course,
practical considerations require that they regularly need to make choices about what type
of interaction is featured more prominently. Although a theoretical basis for judging the
appropriate amounts of the various forms of interaction is not specifically laid out by
Anderson, it is useful to look at the practical guidelines for deciding the amount of
interactivity which have been articulated by study participants themselves, as course
design team members. Such an approach would follow the flexibility and adaptability
necessary for the use of good practice in distance education course design (Calder, 2000).
As well, Garrison and Archer (2000) note that prescriptive, linear design methods don’t
allow for the collaborative constructivism that is key to meaningful learning in adult
education contexts. “Designers should also consider collaborative constructivist
perspectives if meaningful learning and shared understanding is the goal (Garrison &
Archer, 2000, p. 186).” The considerations that require the design team to move away
from prescriptive approaches include the context of course design mentioned above, as
well as the number of students in a course, and the balance design team members must

strike when placing the constraints of community upon learners. The considerations that
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lead design team members to choose one form of interactivity or collaboration over
another, and the considerations involved in deciding the levels of interactivity to
incorporate will be discussed. First, Anderson and Garrison’s (1998) discussion of the
three key types of interaction in distance education is outlined—student-teacher, student-
student and student-content—as a framework for the design team members’ views on the
benefits and or drawbacks of each type of interaction. The design elements identified by

design team members are discussed for each type of interaction.

Student-teacher interaction

Anderson’s view of interaction in the educational setting is drawn from Dewey
(1938) who saw the educational experience as a transaction between the individual and
his or her current environment (Anderson, 2003a). “Interaction is the defining component
of the educational process that occurs when the student transforms the inert information
passed to him or her from another and constructs it into knowledge with personal
application and value (Anderson, 2003, p. 130).” Garrison and Archer (2000) follow
Dewey’s reference to the educational transaction and highlight its collabqrative nature.
Anderson (2004) notes that student-teacher interaction currently has the highest perceived
valued among students. However, this interaction also is perceived by instructors to
require excessive amounts of time in an online environment, considering, for example,
that students can use e-mail or other electronic media to contact instructors at any time of
the day (Anderson, 2003.) “The quality and quantity of student-teacher interaction is
dependent on the instructional design and selection of learning activities that maximize

the impact of interactions with students and provide alternative forms of interaction when
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time constraints become excessive (Anderson, 2003a, p. 134).” Garrison and Archer
(2000) point out that designing meaningful interactions involves taking a collaborative
approach that allows students some control in shaping the learning exchange, an
approach which gives students responsibility for their own learning, a view shared by
design team members in this study:
“Let them (the students) have some choices. Maybe some assignments should be
collaborative and some of them don’t have to be. Mix it up....Sometimes the
instructor wants students to rotate through partners (in collaborative work). It

depends what your purpose is in connecting them as a community.” —6:4:46

“(The) hope is that one day students will collaborate to build concept maps (of
course content.)” —6:6:5 '

While the purpose of an online learning community may vary somewhat
according to course content, it should be noted that the purpose of community in general
is to support students in their learning. Thus the guiding factor in giving students input
into the learning their learning process could simply be the benefits of creating a
supportive network of learners on which students can rely.

Design team members introduced a caution to consider as they seek to create a
community that gives students responsibility and opportunity for input:

“We have to be careful when we create this community of learning that we don’t

create an atmosphere that if you (the student) don’t cooperate, you can’t be

successful in this course...We don’t want to force this community of learning on

somebody because that would make his or her learning experience worse. It’s a

fine line.” —4:28:19

“A course can fail if there are too many expectations, and too many discussion
forums they (students) are expected to contribute to.” —=5:16:19

While it’s important for design team members to take learners’ needs into
consideration and offer choices regarding the level of collaboration, it will also likely be

necessary for designers to build elements into a course that give students a small “push”
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to overcome any tendencies toward reticence. The benefits of online community need to
be promoted in a way that helps the student understand the importance of effective
participation in collaborative activities.

Lock (2002) reinforces that it is the nature, not the number, of interactions which
contributes to a sense of connection in the online learning community. Design team
members identified several techniques for creating high quality student-teacher
interaction in online courses, and agreed that this interaction is particularly important for
students in helping them to join in an online community of learners, and to create the
comfort level and personal connections students need to work with each other
collaboratively, and to collaborate with the instructor in their learning. For example,
several design team members noted that it was important for instructors to get to know
students through online icebreakers, where learners are encouraged to post information
and introduce themselves through the discussion board. Some design team members have
creative methods of doing this, such as asking learners to post a set of “truths and a lie” to
see if other learners can sort through the facts and fiction about their fellow course
participants. Although this discussion is carried out among the learners, the instructor
begins the session by providing information about him or herself, either through an
introduction that is a set part of course content or through the discussion board.

“Especially for the first-time facilitator, it’s a very demanding environment to try

to keep track of community and community-building, and I think it’s everyone’s

responsibility. I set up the design that supports them (students and instructor)

being together, so the learning activities cause them to interact.” —6:4:5

The approach described above is likely to be effective in giving instructors a

framework that supports their role; this is preferable to a “demanding” framework which

may place an unachievable expectation upon instructors to be the sole promoters of
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community, when instructors are already involved in teaching course content, monitoring
student progress, working collaboratively, and evaluating students.

The instructor can share information about learning activities and collaborative
work in a text-based format, or he or she can use a brief introductory audio track or video
to help learners attach a voice and a face to the course facilitator. Design team members
explained that students appreciated being able to anchor their perception of the instructor
to a personal presence, which could be reinforced by teacher-student e-mails, discussion
over the phone, or meeting in person, if the student had the opportunity to come to the
instructor’s office:

“We put a video, my face and voice, at the beginning of the course....You don’t

always have the luxury of being able to produce the video ahead of time. But the

students liked that, they liked to be able to see my face and hear my voice.”

-8:12:15

Considering the ongoing advancement of instructional design technology, it could
become standard practice to produce an introductory video even on a short timeline, once
students are enrolled and a course instructor is assigned. A video could afford the
instructor an immediate online presence more effectively than a written message.

However, students’ need for instructor interaction is to some degree subjective, in
the experience of at least one design team member. The team member noted that in one
case students complained that the instructor interacted with them “too much;” regular
telephone contact or emails were not necessarily always appreciated by students who felt
constrained by time and other course responsibilities. Some students, in the experience of
design team members, do not necessarily place high importance on interaction or

collaboration with the instructor:
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“I solicit input (from the students), what worked, what didn’t, and I get very
limited feedback, actually.” —4:26:12

“Instructor involvement to some students...is very important, other students don’t
care as much.” —-8:14:9

In recognition of the needs of all students, design team members indicated that
they were consistently aware of the time constraints that collaborative work and
participation in an online community created for the online student.

“Time is a critical element. If you put them (students) on overload, that’s not
going to work either, because they are just going to get frustrated.” —8:10:15

“(Students) are working, they are traveling, so you have to be flexible (about

deadlines). That’s why they (students) want to take an online course in the first

place.” -5:18:9

While time is often a critical element for post-secondary students in online
courses, it should be noted that part of the job of the design team is to help students see
the importance of the various types of interaction that work towards the building of
knowledge rather than the simple absorbing of information. Clearly, design team
members have competing interests to balance (collaborative work versus the time
crunch), however, recognition of students’ time constraints should still be framed in
terms of collaboration and interaction if community-building is to succeed.

Another important aspect of student-teacher interaction that was articulated
consistently by design team members was the necessity for instructors to clearly,
concisely and consistently explain learning objectives of the course, specific assignments
and evaluation methods. It was felt that in order for students to have a valuable
interaction with instructors that would lead to a sense of community and collaborative
knowledge-building, the instructors’ expectations of student performance must be clearly

articulated. The requirements for assignments and the evaluation methods must be well-
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explained and posted where students will have access to this material and be able to refer
to it easily.
“Instructors need ways to communicate (expectations and instructions), as well as
surveys to find out if anything is wrong with a course. People might think it is the

content when it is the instructor not being part of that community.”—5:16:14

“I really push faculty to tell me, ‘How are you marking this?"” —6:9:45

Building these types of explanations into the course is part of good design. While
the instructor can be afforded some flexibility in setting up student performance
expectations, placing community-building at the foundation of the course suggests that
designers will have to take steps to ensure that requirements and goals are always clearly
articulated.

Timely feedback by instructors, whether it was on work-in-progress, or on
completed assignments, must be provided, according to design team members. They
commented that in order for students to have a strong grasp of course material and to be
able to apply course content and meet learning objectives, the instructor had the
obligation to be responsive, available, and interested in students’ learning, although they
differed on approaches that instructors could take:

“They (the factors in creating community) all work together, but if you’re missing

one piece, then creating a community of learning would be difficult. You

obviously have to have the (discussion board) tool and a reason for using the
tool...but we seem to focus on setting things up and using the tool, and the whole
facilitating part and keeping it moving, that’s the piece that tends to fall to the

side.” —4:22:1

“T usually don’t make a practice of going into the discussion area too much and

replying. I let it be an area for the students to comment on each other’s

work....There are all kinds of ways of handling discussion forums, having

someone lead the discussion or summarize the discussion, so it’s not like
everyone talking at once.” —5:10:3, & {16, line 22
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Team members identified design features which assist in meeting these
objectives, including providing complete assignment requirements and evaluation criteria
and posting these on the course site, setting aside specific times to check discussion
boards and e-mail from students, and responding in a timely fashion to student queries or
comments, recording assignment evaluation comments by the instructor aﬁd posting these
to individual students in MP3 format, and providing students with a flexible list of
options for instructor contact, including a combination of asynchronous methods such as
e-mail, and synchronous methods, such as scheduled online chat sessions or video
conferencing. Design team members explained that all of these methods could allow
flexible, yet meaningful, student contact with instructors in ways that engaged students
and instructors and helped them build relationships with each other that worked toward
collaborative knowledge construction. As Lock (2002) suggests, in order for educators to
sustain an online learning community, “it is the instructors who must intentionally create
a climate that fosters collaboration and interaction (p. 405).” That position is supported
by the rest of the instructional design team as it makes decisions about the student
activities to include in creating a collaborative environment that encourages students to

take responsibility in constructing knowledge and meaning (Garrison & Archer, 2000).

Student-student interaction

Anderson explains that “the act of engaging in learner-learner interaction forces
learners to construct or formulate an idea in a deeper sense (2003a, p. 134).” Deeper
learning is just one of the many benefits of student-student interaction, including

developing trust among learners as they take “risks” in publicly stating their views,
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increasing the motivation of students and their interest in courses as they become
engaged in the input of not just the instructor’s views, but of their colleagues as well, and
preparing to communicate effectively in the workplace—with clients, in work teams, and
with professionals in other disciplines (Anderson, 2003a). Student to student interaction,
participation in activities, communication and collaboration are all key elements that
build the online learning communities which serve as a support system to students (Lock,
2002). Fellow students not only model and support learning, they can also create a forum
to share and test ideas (Garrison & Archer, 2000). Group work, specifically, can create
authentic or workplace-related experiences that can be established collaboratively
through negotiated expectations (Garrison & Archer, 2000). “It is important to ensure that
activities are authentic educational experiences (Garrison & Archer, 2000, p. 123).”
Design team members valued the authentic experiences modeled by group work.
“In some (professions) (collaboration and community) are absolutely vital. You
just die if you don’t have the support of your colleagues. You work as a team and
the students need to know that (about the workplace) up front....Social skills and
social interactions are important. People skills are necessary if students are to
succeed in almost any area of life.” —8:6:5
“Just learning to work with one another (in online collaborative groups)...is a part
of the learning process and may even (be) more important than the
content...because you lose the actual course content, in my experience, after a
month or two or three down the road, but what you learned dealing with others
hangs on.” -1:21:3
Anderson cautions, as well, that “if we do build forms of student-student
interaction into our distance education programming, we should ensure that our
instructional designs promote student-student interactions that are pedagogically

grounded and produce enough learning and motivational gains to justify the restrictions

on the students’ temporal independence (2003a, p. 135).” His caution is wholeheartedly
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supported by design team members interviewed in this study, who consistently described
the need to ensure that student to student interaction serves the specific learning
outcomes of the course and that it is structured in such as way as to assist students in
gaining support from each other to achieve learning outcomes and complete the course.
“A learning community is the interactive aspect that occurs not only between the
students and the instructor, but among the students themselves. . ..Community is
absolutely essential because they (the students) are going into a community in
their (professional) practice....So that’s why we (the design team) built the course

around a lot of interaction, we built it into the evaluation and the task elements...I
assigned partners and they built their learning community.” —8:6:1

Design team members noted that just because there is always a learning
component to student-student interaction and collaborative work, this does not mean such
interaction is devoid of any social aspects. Rather, in the experience of design team
members, the social structures and networking created by student-student interaction
might well last beyond the time in which the course is completed, assisting these students
in their future professional lives. Future connection among students is seen by design
team members as one of the benefits of creating community in online courses—
community serves not just the short-term course objectives, which students may well be
able to achieve with minimal engagement in a learning community, but it also serves the
life-long learning and career preparation objectives of a post-secondary technical
educational institution.

“Half (of the importance of community) is made up of the people you interact

with (in a course) and making friends and professional relationships and

networking with them. In fact, this might even be more important in the long run,
than the actual content of the course you are learning.” -1:19:3
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Design team members identified several means by which student-student
interaction could be effectively achieved in online courses, making the learning of course
material more interesting and stimulating for students, and assisting them in building
connections with other students that lead to collaborative knowledge construction.
Besides having students work on group or collaborative assignments, design team
members suggested techniques such as making teams or groups of three students
responsible for sections of the course content. For example, students could research an
element of course content, interpret key elements of that content, draft and post
discussion questions for other students to respond to, moderate the online discussion on
that topic, and then summarize and reflect upon the exchange of ideas through a
reflective journal assignment or a summary posting on the topic.

“Students have to complete case studies, post their studies on the discussion board

and moderate the discussion. If this is not their case study, they have to complete

a peer review of the posted study....They respond to all of the questions...all

critical questions they have to know in practice.” —6:10:30

“You can assign an assignment with each student working on his or her own or

you can assign a group assignment and you can ask them to post their findings on

a discussion forum, even ask them to evaluate each other’s work, so that is a kind

of interactivity built into the course.” -9:26:8

In a similar vein, individual students or pairs of students can be responsible for
reading a specific section of a course text, then posting comments on the section to the
discussion board, and moderating the discussion of the reading. Both of these methods of
student-student interaction are asynchronous and while somewhat restrictive of the
students’ time—for example, discussions would follow a weekly format, with students

required to post on various aspects of the topic within a specific time frame—do provide

students with some flexibility in making postings or responding to comments, in the
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experience of design team members. Through these interactions and sustained
communications, students work together to build knowledge and collaborate in the
construction of knowledge that can be used for future iterations of the course (Garrison &
Archer, 2000), as pointed out by a member of the design team.
“By building online community (through sustained student discussions and
exchanges) we are actually helping students to extend or expand upon our
learning objects which exist in our learning management system.” —9:36:1
Overall, design team members felt asynchronous discussion provided an
appropriate middle ground in balancing the need for students to have flexibility, which is
why many of them choose online study in the first place, with the need for engagement,
interaction, and information and knowledge-building with peers.
“There is always a discussion aspect (to the course) ... We (the design team) are
building in marks for evaluating each other’s work, to post new threads to the
discussion related to the content they are studying and to make three replies, three
posts to peers, for each learning outcome.” —8:8:29
An online role-play was also discussed by study participants as another means of
creating student interactions that could be synchronous or asynchronous, and that allowed
students to explore complex, multi-faceted topics over a set period of time, through
characterization in an assigned role. The level of engagement, topic research and
involvement is largely left up to the student, although obviously when students play their
roles in more depth, a richer learning experience is created.
“(One student in the role play) went on the web and found websites on the various
(medical) conditions (studied in the role play) and sent them to (other students in
the role play)...(Another student) went to a care home and started observing
(patients’ conditions). We didn’t ask them to do that...these students were deep
learners.” —6:8:78

Design team members also noted the need for students to have the opportunity to

contact each other offline, to discuss course issues or to socialize. Again, the social
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networking aspect of student to student contact was stressed by design team members as
a benefit of online course community which could create opportunities for collaborative
knowledge construction that could last well beyond the course boundaries.

Given their recognition of the importance of group work as a model for workplace
experiences, and given the rich experiences that students can have in assignments such as
extended role plays, design team members should consider the increased use of learning
activities that challenge students to tackle topics collaboratively and in-depth. Designers’
reluctance to impose too many demands upon students’ time may also mean that students

are not receiving rich opportunities for learning.

Student-content interaction

Whatever the adult educational setting, most of a student’s time is taken up by
interaction with course content (Anderson, 2003). The interaction between student and
content takes many forms and serves various purposes, such as assisting students to
practice skills and concepts necessary to mastering course material, and allowing to
students to reflect on and assimilate information and knowledge. One of the strengths of
student-content interaction in the online learning environment is that “most forms of
student-content interaction can be recorded and displayed asynchronously to substitute
for student-student interaction by time or technology-bound students (Anderson, 2003, q
15).” Students can also have control over their own online content, through requesting
customized versions of online newsletters, and updated information on research topics,
usually delivered through e-mail (Anderson, 2003). However, “the value of the content is

dependent on the extent to which it engages students or teachers in interaction, leading to
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relevant knowledge construction (Anderson, 2003, §128),” an approach consistent with
collaborative constructivism in online course design (Garrison & Archer, 2000). Content
which brings students together or provides a discussion point for collaborative work is
one design mechanism which can build a sense of community in online courses (Lock,
2002). The amount of content must also be appropriate to the course and allow for
sufficient time to construct meaning through critical reflection and discourse (Garrison &
Archer, 2000).

Design team members identified several ways in which content can contribute to a
rich online learning experience for students that enhance their participation in a learning
community. Even static images can become the focus of a discussion and shared
knowledge construction.

“This was a logo I produced....we needed an example to show the graphic design

process. I took my notes and roughs and scanned them in and showed them the

process from concept to the final piece. These were posted in the course and then

the students could critique (the work).” —2:23:1

Although the students may interact with the content individually, it can be
designed to communicate to students the participation in a wider learning community,
which can help them build knowledge through collaboration with others outside their
online course.

“I call (these) community learning activities. (The students) have to go out into

the community and choose a client. . -They prepare their interview questions...and

they have to get consent from the client and they videotape (the interview). Then
they have to do a reflection on it, they write a report and they have to submit the

video tape and the analysis report that they do.” —6:8:53

“T've done a couple of ‘Hollywood squares’ (interactive media pieces that employ

brief video clips of experts or other personalities answering questions) and have

tried to utilize people in the fields that the students are taking courses in. It’s kind
of nice (for students) to put a face to these people.”— 7:20:1
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Team members implemented online video-clip question-and-answer or quiz-type
interactive pieces, which communicated course content through recorded video clips of
various members of the learning community, both within the institution and from outside
of it. Therefore, students were exposed not only to their instructor’s delivery of the course
content, but information and knowledge delivered through a series of cameo appearances
by learning community members.

“We have a clip of people who are in authentic situations, but we have students or

faculty participate as actors....We really strive toward having that transfer of

learning to the practical environment, and how better to do that than with a variety

of media.” —6:6:27

As well, design team members have looked to experts in the wider community,
who demonstrate key skills and learning objectives in the course through recorded video
and or audio tracks. For example, a community health practitioner can demonstrate on
video how to appropriately conduct a patient interview, with a consenting patient. The
video is online, incorporated into the course, and the student is free to review the video as
many times as necessary, to reflect upon the demonstration of the practitioner’s skill and
knowledge. Design team members consistently recommended that content be designed in
such a way as to mirror the workplace experiences that the student can expect, thus
bringing “real-life” learning to the student as he or she interacts with content on his or her
own time, thus allowing student “control” over knowledge construction and creating a
collaborative environment (Garrison & Archer, 2000).

“What (has been) included in the course that will empower students to have some

control over their own learning?...(We build learning exercises)...we go into the

OR (operating room) and have a virtual tour...the students in the course have an

authentic form that is filled out in the OR, and from these videos, they have to do

the count (of OR items before a surgery) themselves. It’s just like being there.”
—6:6;11, & q8, line 23



Community by design 54

One of the approaches advocated by design team members was to present content
that opens the window of the wider community to the student, allowing the student
personal flexibility to interact with the content. While real people can be used to
demonstrate necessary knowledge and skills, designers can also create interactive media
pieces. These pieces, for example, allow students to roll over areas with the mouse,
revealing relevant information, or allow students to practice skills in simulated tasks like
doing a tool and equipment count in preparation for a surgical procedure.

“The students have to select the OR instrument and then select the category it

belongs to, and put it on the table. It’s a mock table, and they have to set it

up...(Students) can’t get enough of it...they can do it over and over again (to

learn the material).” —6:8:34

The student may practice the task as many times as necessary through the
interactive media piece, and may discuss this task, or the content of a video or audio clip,
with the instructor or other course colleagues, thus collaboratively building a common
understanding of the content with other members of the learning community. Students
themselves can also contribute to the learning of future students.

“We had three students who were in the course and we interviewed them. Then

we waited until the students were finished the course...and we interviewed them

again...Now students are hearing from other students who have grown through

this experience (of the course).” —6:8:38

“I found one thing that students appreciated was when I asked them for

permission to use some of their artwork, and put it in an area for future offerings

of the course as samples (of work) for (future) students to see...(Current students)

felt it was really important to be contributing to this course in the future.” —5:28:1

Content that invites interaction allows students to build relevant knowledge and

can become the focus of further collaborative discussion. However, although the content

may invite interaction, there is no guarantee students will take advantage of the
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interaction unless the course includes some requirement for personal reflection or
discourse with other students. Interactive course content pieces must be to some extent
“irresistible” in order to draw students in and help achieve the goal of knowledge-

building.

Considerations

In their practice of creating online courses, design team members generally saw
balance as a critical guiding principle as they decided on what type and what amount of
interaction to incorporate in online courses in order to encourage the development of a
collaborative learning environment in the online community. They constantly strived to
balance the needs of online students, who require flexible work times and may have
limited experience with certain technologies, with their needs as a design team to create
an engaging and interactive course within time and budgetary constraints, thus
demonstrating their commitment to a learner-centred approach (Anderson, 2004; Lock,
2002; Garrison & Archer, 2000). Members of the course design team interviewed for this
study were unanimous in their agreement that text on the screen, while a necessary part of
the fabric of online courses, must be supplemented with course content that creates
student-teacher, student-student and student-content interaction, in order to create a
collaborative, knowledge-constructing atmosphere. The study interviewees identified the
major factors which they must weigh as they decide on the modes and the amount of

interaction and collaborative elements to include as they create online courses.
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The length of the course and its subject matter: Some design team members expressed
that it was easier to create an interactive community of learners for a course in
interpersonal communication, for example, than it was for a course in computer
programming or mathematics. However, other design team members flatly rejected any
suggestion that subject matter necessarily limited interactivity, and noted it was then up
to the design team to make the course come “alive” online.
“If these courses are text online...that (isn’t) the best learning environment...If
you’re not going to have a rich environment, why don’t you just send out a course
pack?”’ —-6:16:14
Course length was an issue, in that team members did not want to “overload” students
with expectations for interaction or collaborative work when there were other
assignments that had to be completed within a specific length of time.
“There might (be) so much interaction that there might not (be) time to keep up
with it... You have to set definite time limits (on postings for discussions) so you
get aresponse (before moving on to the next topic).” —8:10:13
However, it was generally thought that whatever the subject matter for the course, the
discussion board tool was an anchor in providing a means for students to i}nteract, ask
questions, and discuss course content, thus assisting them to gain a sense of a learning
community within the course and providing a vehicle for collaborative knowledge-

building, similar to a face-to-face classroom.

“The discussion board is the tool that I encourage the SMEs (subject matter
experts) to use in every one of their courses.” —9:26:1

“(The discussion board should be similar to) the discussion in a classroom (with
an exchange of a variety of ideas)...A good instructor is going to...bring up
differing viewpoints, different perspectives, add perspectives.” —4:14:9
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Again, while the face-to-face classroom can be used as a standard, designers
would do well to make clear in their minds that they are thinking of the collaborative

exchange that can take place in the best examples of traditional classrooms.

Pedagogical reason for incorporating a particular form of interactivity: No matter what
element of the course was used to encourage student-student and student-teacher
collaboration, design team members all expressed the need to link the element to the
learning goals of the course. Even though activities might seem to have only a social
function—for example, an icebreaker session on the discussion board—it was expressed
by team members that such activities served the purpose of encouraging the feeling of a
course community among learners, thus assisting them in building interpersonal support
that furthered their learning goals. As well, a discussion board icebreaker, for example,
can serve as an important forum for the instructor to discover the students’ course
expectations, and to communicate expectations about the course. The instructor is also
able to offer reassurance to those who have never before taken an online course, to
inform them of what to expect as the course proceeds. Design team members noted that
students always have a time budget, and that any demands placed upon them for
interactivity online or collaborative work must enrich their learning and maintain the
focus on the course learning outcomes. All of these elements fit with Lock’s (2002)
guidelines for building community through online course design, which include an
awareness of community by course designers, a reflection upon specific steps to foster

community, and a promotion of community-building.
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“When we design the online course, we have to keep in mind that we want to
build community into our course and we want to build a community into our
pedagogy.” -9:18:3
The promotion of a community—which can support students and give them a medium for
collaboration and reaching their learning goals—as a key part of the instructional design
process assists students in taking an active part in their learning, and offers one of a
variety of strategies to aid their learning:
“(Part of the) framework for my design is that intentional learning is a student
responsibility....I like to give students some options (for ways in which to
learn)....I like to have students think about how they have learned.” —6:4:10
Again, the opportunities for reflection on learning processes and engagement in

community-building must become part of the course design, otherwise students will not

likely take these steps on their own.

Time and budget for course design: Every course has a financial budget and a time
budget, and design team members were aware of these practical restrictions when
creating course elements that encouraged interactivity and community. Again, the
discussion board and chat features, basic tools within WebCT, were identified as key
methods of allowing students to interact and collaborate online; also identified was free
software available to students and course designers alike.

“The tools are there. I don’t think we’re using the tools to their full capability.”
4:16:1

“There are so many things that are at our fingertips (through the organization) and
freeware out there. CMap is free. Audacity is another one.” —6:14:30

Incorporating content into interactive media pieces, or audio or video clips, was done as

time and budget allowed, although design team members agreed that it was generally
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desirable to include as many of these features as possible in order to enhance engagement
and interest among students, and to provide them with more venues for collaboration. It
was recognized that highly creative task simulations, for example, could be costly in
terms of design time and resources, so ways to reduce costs, such as having multimedia
students design an interactive game, could be sought. Design team members also pointed
to ways students could interact with content for “free,” for example, by conducting web
searches guided by specific criteria and presenting the results of their research in a
discussion board presentation.

However, it should be noted that time invested in developing creative, interactive
media pieces that engage students is worthwhile, not only because students’ learning
opportunities are enhanced, but also because such learning objects can be used in other

online courses or in face-to-face classes, thus enriching the traditional classroom.

Student time: Team members were consistently aware that one of the key reasons for
students to take online courses is that they allow students flexibility in terms of time. The
study interviewees recognized that many online students are likely working, or are
constrained by the demands of taking an on-campus program, and are taking an online
course to gain a credit within a flexible time frame. Design team members recognized
that requirements for participation in an online community placed limitations on students’
time, and they were careful to weigh the learning need for community participation with
the student’s individual need for flexibility.

“My thought on course design altogether is really one of simplicity, make things

really simple to do. If we are going to want to encourage community, we are

going to have to make it really easy. It can’t be cumbersome from a technological
standpoint or difficult from a time management standpoint in terms of
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synchronization. I think you’ll get more buy-in from students if you make it

simpler in both regards.” —2:33:1
Some design team members also felt it was difficult to pinpoint the audience for some
courses, since the courses could be requirements common to various programs. Given
some difficulty in envisioning exactly who the students would be and what their needs
were, some design team members preferred to incorporate a somewhat lower demand for
interactivity than might be indicated by the course subject matter. However, interaction
and collaborative knowledge-building through online discussions remain key elements of
course design, in order to make use of the advantages of the online environment for
flexibility and creativity. Even design team members who took care to point out that
some students want only to complete the coursework and do not want to interact with
others also noted that interactive elements within the course, like discussion board
postings, were important to creating a course that was engaging to all students.

It should be noted that while a simple design approach may entice students to
participate, they also need a context in which to operate. The benefits of participating in
an online learning community need to be clearly explained to students, as part of the
course content, in order to help students appreciate the need for interaction and

involvement.

Instructor time: Study interviewees were also aware that activities like instructor-
mediated discussions, and requirements for collaborative projects and timely feedback,
all place constraints on instructors’ time. They were aware that instructors or course

facilitators may well have close to full face-to-face teaching loads. Therefore, instructor
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time was also a factor which was weighed by design team members when including
interactive elements in the course. However, design team members expressed that it was
important for the instructor to take an active role in building the online course
community, through activities such as welcome sessions and icebreakers, and through
being available either online or over the telephone.
“The facilitator or instructor needs to get in (to the discussion board) and keep the
conversation moving....As well, timely feedback to students (is) critical...Most
students (in the course that the interviewee facilitated) weren’t interested in the

grade, they were interested in how they got the grade.” —4:14:8, & q20, line 3

“A good instructor...can carry the course, to clarify things, giving timely
feedback, and encouraging students along the way.” —5:16:10

“Quality teaching” was one of the factors mentioned in creating an online community
and a successful online course that helped students achieve their learning goals. Some
design team members acknowledgeci that the implications of quality online course
facilitation have only begun to be explored, and that the issue will have to be examined
more fully by the institution and its instructors.

Given the expectations for instructors to assist in effective delivery of an online
course, it is necessary for the course design framework to support the instructor’s many
roles. In other words, while student time is an issue, course designers should also
consider instructor time, and attempt to balance time demands so that the instructor can

take an active part in community-building.

Demonstration of equivalency
In weighing the various factors described above and deciding what elements to

incorporate in order to encourage, create or facilitate an online learning community built
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on a collaborative environment, design team members acknowledged that different
interactive activities could “stand in” for each other, although it was often preferred by
team members to have a mix of student-teacher, student-student and student-content
interaction, rather than to choose just one. The desire to have a mix of more than one type
of interaction was a preference rather than a hard-and-fast rule for the design team, and
practical constraints like course subject matter sometimes suggested a time and cost-
effective use of one type of interaction over another. It was expressed by study
interviewees that sometimes a predominance of one type of interaction was featured, for
example, student-student interaction, in courses that were project or collaboration-based,
and that these courses were effective in providing learning opportunities for students and
helping students reach their desired learning goals, even though there were lesser degrees
of other types of interaction.
“I'work on a lot of...courses where they are interacting with the instructor more
(than other students), asking questions...whereas if it’s a design course, (the
students) want to design things and put them up (in the discussion area) and
critique each other’s work, and talk about their process.” —5:6:5
In their design practice, design team members regularly demonstrated Anderson’s
equivalency theory by taking as their guiding principles flexibility and balance in creating
online courses that were interesting and engaging for students, but which acknowledged
constraints of students’ time and the institution’s budget. Garrison and Archer (2000)
point to the need for the design process to be iterative, in order to take advantage of the
collaborative understanding of course material that is built as a course is taught to various
students over time, a point acknowledged by study participants.

“There are a lot of things that can be done in a learning community that could not
easily be done in a fixed learning object....(The course experience) is always
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expanding, it’s always changing, it’s always evolving because while you teach the
same course, at different times, although your learning objects or learning
outcomes or learning activities are not changing that much, what’s going on in the
online community is actually a compilation of what’s going on over time.”
—9:36:3
Anderson suggests that consideration of the equivalency of three key types of online
course interaction should be “focused on creating the most cost effective and accessible
alternatives that can scale to meet the burgeoning global demand for effective and
affordable life long learning opportunities. In most cases, these models will drastically
reduce the amount of teacher-student interaction, and substitute it with increased student-
student and student-content interaction (2003, {45).” However, Lock’s (2002) guidelines
for building online learning communities based on communication, collaboration,
interaction and participation would suggest that instructor involvement remains key to
online learning, and that mechanisms to build a collaborative community must extend
beyond the course design team to the institution and its framework. Although design team
members in this study did not express a conscious desire to reduce student-teacher
interaction, and in fact stressed its importance in facilitating the creation of an online
learning community, they did demonstrate knowledge and use of equivalency of
interaction in structuring courses that take into account practical considerations like
limitations on students’ and instructors’ time, and course design budgets; the resulting
courses routinely feature high levels of at least one of the three key modes of

interactivity—student-teacher, student-student and student-content—that help to create a

constructivist learning environment (Garrison & Archer, 2000).
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VL. Conclusion: Quality Interactions

Through the weighing of practical and educational factors, online course design
team members demonstrate Anderson’s (2003) theory of equivalency, although instructor
feedback and involvement remain critical elements for fostering collaborative learning
and community, as advocated by Lock (2002) and Garrison and Archer (2000). The
examination of, and reflection upon, current practice, can inform and shape future
practice of online course design teams at this and other technical institutions (Calder,
2000; Trindade, Calder & Bidarra, 2000; Garrison & Archer, 2000). The decision-
making process which occurs as the design team considers the incorporation of elements
of course content and structure is guided by the institution’s curriculum model, as
described earlier, as well as recognition by individual design team members that
incorporating elements which encourage a collaborative learning community can assist
online students in achieving their learning goals.

In reflecting on the design team’s practice from the perspective of an instructor
and content contributor or subject matter expert who has contributed to the development
of online courses at this institution, it appears some of the decision-making is guided by
the goal of creating the same collaborative community of learning approach that can exist
in face-to-face classrooms. However, it must be recognized that such an atmosphere is an
often unreachable goal for even face-to-face classrooms, where there may be large
numbers of students in a class or limited time for delivery of extensive course content.
Literature would suggest that online courses may actually be more interactive than face-

to-face delivery, since there may be a richer media environment that offers students more
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opportunities for interaction with other students, the instructor and the content that is not
limited by time or physical location (Shearer, 2003; Rovai, 2002). The strengths of the
online environment should be promoted consistently by the institution and its designers
so that the strengths are used to the greatest benefit of students and the organization.
The quality of interaction in online courses is also an important consideration for
the institution and its course designers. Anderson’s (2003) theory of equivalency may
provide some solace to instructional design teams who must balance sometimes
competing interests—i.e., quality student instruction for reasonable cost—offering a
theoretical grounding for the choices they must make in featuring one type of
interactivity over another, or in reducing a particular type of interactivity as budgets
dictate. Anderson would suggest that as long is there is a significant amount of at least
one kind of interaction—student-teacher, student-student, or student-content—
meaningful student learning still occurs. Yet the quality issue must be addressed, as
design team members recognize, so that course content is deeper and richer than mere
text on the screen, and instructor interaction is more than having a facilitator answer e-
mail after a week’s delay. Quality standards for course interactions should be established
by the institution and by designers themselves at a level which requires sustained
interchange sufficient for the development of knowledge and deeper understanding of the
course material. The creation of community as a social support network for students is
important and useful to their learning, but the institution and its designers can make
design and development of current and future courses the venue for fostering truly

collaborative knowledge-building, through continued reflection on their practice and
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sharing of their experience. The institution has a lead role in fostering this relationship
among designers.

The learning objective is the basis of each design decision—the design team ensures
each specific piece of course content brings the learner further down the road to reaching
a learning goal. The pedagogical considerations operate in the context of financial
considerations. It is recognized that design teams, or educational institutions, do not have
endless supplies of time and money. As design team members noted, there is a particular
pace to the design of courses which must be adhered to—there is sometimes a feeling
among design team members that it is difficult to reflect on practice because it is
necessary “to move onto the next project.” However, establishing a minimum standard
for quality of interactions in online courses may well save designers time and effort in
doing their work.

In discussing their practice of building online community, specifically in relation to
interactivity and building a collaborative environment, design team members shared a
number of approaches and techniques that could be considered good practice (Calder,
2000)—nbased on a flexible approach that recognizes institutional constraints and learner
needs. Although it was expressed in one interview that building a learning community
was not emphasized as a goal of course design, elements of collaborative work, whether
it was through students interacting with content, other students, or the instructor, were
viewed as important by all design team members. Although the institution’s curriculum
model does not expressly state community building as a goal of online course design,
elements that encourage the creation of a collaborative constructivist learning community

are incorporated nonetheless by the design team (Garrison & Archer, 2000). These
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elements are included even when design team members reco gnize that not all students

come to online learning with a desire to participate in community. However, design team

members agreed that students must be supported in their efforts to learn in an online

environment, and a community that encourages communication, interaction,

collaboration and participation (Lock, 2002) was identified as a key means of providing

learner support (Trindade, Calder & Bidarra, 2000). Several elements identified by the

online course design team can be incorporated that will assist in the development of a

sense of community and the support of learners for each other. Such elements include:

Using features which are inherent to the course management system to the best
advantage, i.e., synchronous discussion tools when necessary and indicated by the
course curriculum and asynchronous tools such as the discussion board. The
discussion board tool can be used to introduce students to each other and the
instructor, to ask questions about course content, to explore course content by
making students responsible for presenting learning/information about a specific
section of the content and for moderating the discussion on that section. The
requirements for posting must strike a balance with the time demands of other
assignments and further the learning goals of the course.

Using student-student and student-instructor interaction Jjudiciously—in a way
that considers both the learning goals of the course and the demands on the
students’ and instructors’ time. Student-content interaction can be created through
incorporating interactive media pieces such as quizzes, sophisticated self-tests and
tutorial pieces with high-quality graphics that reveal information as the student

rolls over with the mouse, and video clips that demonstrate skills essential to the
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learning outcomes of the course. Although creation of such elements can
sometimes be costly in terms of design time, the pieces can also be re-worked and
re-used in other courses and can provide a reliable way to present up-to-date
information in an engaging manner. Such elements can enhance learner interest
and engagement and maintain interest in the course content, and continued
participation in the course community.

* Maintaining focus on the student and the student’s successful achievement of
course learning outcomes as the centre of all the design decisions in the course.
While it must be recognized that students choose online learning because they are
physically not able to or choose not to attend classes on campus and because they
are pressed for time with employment, educational and family commitments,
designers should ensure the use of community-building elements, since these
elements enhance and promote the students’ learning goals.

* As the educational needs of students are weighed against the practical
considerations of course design, the learning goals of the course remain foremost.
Elements of course content that may be expensive to build at the outset, but which
are simply the most educationally effective way of delivering the material, can
make courses engaging, collaborative and interactive, and should be considered
routinely for inclusion in the course. Effective interactive content can make

efficient use of both students’ and instructors’ time.

In reflecting on the current practice of the institution’s online course design teams

in terms of how the practice demonstrates Anderson’s equivalency theory, future practice
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can be shaped by the recognition that Lock’s guidelines for building of a collaborative
online community and Garrison and Archer’s collaborative constructivist approach to
course design require not only a minimum of one key element of interactivity—student-
student, student-teacher or student-content—but also require high-quality interactions and
instructor involvement appropriate to building and maintaining a collaborative learning
environment. It remains for the institution to take a leadership role in ensuring instructor
involvement in online courses is provided at a level that creates quality instructor-student

interactions.
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Appendix

Interview Guide

The purpose of this study is to determine factors that contribute to the creation of
community in an online learning environment. Community is being defined according
to Wenger’s discussion of communities of practice: “Communities of practice are
groups of people who share a concern or a passion for something they do and learn
how to do it better as they interact regularly.” Specifically regarding education,
Wenger says educational institutions need to determine how to organize educational
experiences so that learning takes place by learners’ participation in communities
around subject matters.

1. How long have you been in your current position, and what do you do?
How did you come to be involved in online course design/instruction?

3. What is your understanding of the word “community” in the context of online
education? Give an example of ways you have created or supported community in
the past.

4. In your experience and given your particular role in online course design or
instruction, is community important to online education? Why? Describe different
kinds of communities that occur in online education.

5. If it is important, identify what factors, from your perspective, help create
community in online courses. If it isn’t important, what factors are more
important in facilitating learning? (Demonstration of course design or
components.)

6. Which of these factors is most critical, and why?

7. What do you think should be done to promote/create/build into course design the
factors that facilitate online learning?



