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Background

The term ‘virtual communities’ has increasingly begplied to communication networks in
which the participants focussed on a common toaat located in the same geographical
place, but are distributed across the globe. Unifatiely the term seems to have almost as
many definitions and descriptions as the ‘traddilboommunities of place, and arguments
still emerge as to what is and is not an onlineroommity. Yet it is important that we have at
least a clear working definition, even if we amemdeject this subsequently. We cannot
begin to clarify how online communities actuallyétion, nor compare their successes and
failures to the operations of a physical ‘on-sgemmunity, if we cannot agree what
constitutes such a community, and by definitionatmoes not. This is not as easy as it may
seem. The difficulty is that ‘community’ appearstean different things to different groups
of people, some of whom even deny that there ik aumpncept, or that it is a useful way of
thinking. Though most early work related to the @apt of community as a physical territory
where residents interact, there was also a comtgagiew of community as “an interactional
field held together by the human need to interattit ather human beings” (Allen, 1993,
p.156). Due to the ability to utilise the intert@tcreate abstract places (virtual offices, hybrid
libraries, online work spaces, and spaces for fie@eer interactive games), representations
of the self (online identities), and abstract iatdions (with other identities and with
automated tasks), (Streibel, 1998) it is this fattew of community which has come to be
applied to online social networks. This is perhapfortunate, as an increasing number of
formal and non-formal online communities are baitiised to sustain some very
meaningful and substantial learning support acgisitor learners in higher education.

Definitions

At the very least then, a community seems to béndigished by a shared understanding of
its boundaries, whether these are geographicdefimed by particular areas of common
interest. Given this wide range of understandihig, important that we should be clear here
that we are restricting our discussion to the matiironline communities that are found in the
pursuit of higher education, and that we are dgdingely with computer moderated
communications. (There is an argument to includéileghone networks and PDA links etc,
but at present this is a tiny percentage of thensié&g which learners engage with formal
higher education). Preece (2000) defined that fdime community consists of:

“People, who act socially as they strive to sattbir own needs or perform special

roles, such as leading or moderating.

* A shared purpose, such as an interest, need, infammexchange, or service that
provides a reason for the community.

» Policies, in the form of tacit assumptions, rityaltocols, rules, and laws that guide
people’s interactions.

» Computer systems, to support and mediate sociacations and facilitate a sense of

togetherness” (p.10)

These common activities help to create a senserofrnity by providing a common sense
of identity, (Bajan, 1998) with which the membefslee community can associate



themselves. This growth of trust between membessa@immunity is an important factor in
community success, and those common factors t@ashape the behaviour of community
members become practiced habits that help to agrstre norms and identity of the
community as a whole. A key point to notice is ttet strength of the network is frequently
perceived to impart a heightened vitality to thenaounity, and contributes to a strong sense
of community identity. This was developed by Giish(2000) who thought that community
is both the outcome and the context of informalvoeking, with the ‘well-connected
community’ being achieved when people feel pad wfeb of diverse and interlocking
relationships.

Lave and Wenger (1991); Wenger (1998) also sugdelste more senior members of
a community often mentor the novice newcomers tmgy in turn become expert within the
community and continue the self-renewing naturthefcommunity. The concept of
legitimate peripheral participation is importanictmsider particularly when peer learning
and peer tutoring is used in courses and subjdutsera sense of community is an important
part of the learning experience for higher educasitudents.

Findings from research

In studying the evolution of online communitiesg@ece, 2002) noted two challenges, the
first is to focus on developing technologies thrat@ccessible to a wide range of users on a
variety of devices. The second is to ensure treastitware supports effective social
interaction online. In communities of place andimalcommunities, it is important to
understand that effective networking is a vital pement of community development
practice. A key community-building element resudtinom social networking is the fostering
of trust between the members of the network, paémiyn sharing stories and partly through
being exposed to the stories of participants wiegonst® be similar to themselves in some
ways, but to be different in other ways. The Web émerged as a new technological vehicle
for harvesting the personal experiences of oth@lsgoff, 2001) (including peer-to-peer
learning) and the construction of tools that attetapnake this collective activity more
visible (and accessible) is a major research fiehitkson, Halverson, Kellogg, Laff & Wolf,
2002; Mason & Rennie, 2008). It is clear from nuouer studies (Blanchard & Horan, 1998;
Rheingold, 2000) that reciprocal support is a @it of community networks, both online
and in a physical location. Other studies have $edwpon communities of common-interest
groups, such as General (medical) Practitionecomapare similarities and discrepancies
between online and face-to-face interactions (FdRaberts, 1999). This ability for different
aspects of the human personality and individualesto assume different levels of priority
in diverse groups of people (communities) is andrtgnt driving factor in the growth of
online communities. For a number of reasons we @veuggest that it is not helpful to
continue to refer to the collective operation algrs of people who communicate socially
and professionally through electronic media agital communities’. We would prefer to
describe them dsnline interactive networks’, where people meet online. By emphasising
the interactive nature of the online network weearghasising social-constructivist teaching
and learning models of learning. These emphasiselparning and peer dialogue in order to
construct knowledge. For example, the goal maydestormative learning through group
projects, obtaining multiple perspectives in proileased learning scenarios or evaluating
online dialogue of other colleagues in online dsston. Blanchard and Horan (1998)
identified two types of online communities whicleyitermed physically based virtual
community and secondly, virtual communities of ia&t. In the first type a geographical
locality — a university campus, a village, town oy — develops electronic resources for its
users, enabling them to interact and share infoomat a wider variety of ways. In the



second type the community is normally geographjadiBpersed, with members participating
due to their shared interest in a topic, not beeafisheir shared geographical location.

Implications for practice

While it is true that electronic communicationsgph, video-conferences, e-mail, and shared
desktops) help to create the illusion of proxintigtween participants, the scope and depth of
online contacts is so wide, from the occasionalag-mquiry from a friend-of-a-friend, to
active many-to-many academic discussion listsheodietailed collaborative information
sharing on groove networks, or other shared woakeagp, that it seems foolish and
irresponsible to catalogue all online relationstapsllusory or superficial. Within higher
education the aim is to foster deep learning amhgement through peer learning based on
social-constructivist teaching and learning theoadélearning.

The classification of online communities was takaether (Marathe, 1999) by a
consideration of four principle types based upanghmary motivation of the participants.
These can be considered as:

1. Communities of purpose formed by people who are trying to achieve algimi
objective, who assist each other by sharing expeei®, information, and peer-to-peer
knowledge.

2. Communities of practice formed by groups of people sharing a similar @sefon
or vocation who seek to share experiences andtéeiprofessional exchange (which
may also add value to offline networks)

3. Communities of circumstance which are similar to communities of practice brg
generally more personally focussed, or relatedféakperiences, and not driven by
professional activities.

4. Communities of interest linking people who share their ideas, passiod, an
knowledge in a common interest or theme, but nkglotwv very little about each
other outside this shared interest.

To this we would tentatively add a fifth classiticen:

5. Communities of users who are represented by the more innovative atedaative
business networks that allow customer to customemnanges, including the sharing
of information, reviews, and specific themed distoiss.

Further, Marathe (ibid) listed three key critehatt define successful online communities:

1. Self-generated evolutionwhere members of the community generate the obfde
the site, and take decisions to influence its ghpwtlaptation, and evolution.

2. Involvement and interactivity, through which members participate and interatt wi
other members of the community (e.g. through e-mailetin boards, synchronous
chat etc.)

3. Frequency and duration of visitsthat encourage members to come back to the site
repeatedly in order to share their motivations witer community members as part
of the process of establishing a collective idgrditd sense of trust between members
of the community.

Trust and the common bond



There is a clear indication that the participantsnline communities are not attracted to
them by the provision of tools alone, but needd@ble recognise a common bond with other
members of that community. It is this shared sexpleriences which provides the potent
stimulant of learning opportunities. Increasinglyhwveb 2.0 tools, community is no longer
just defined as a physical place, but as a setlafionships where people interact socially for
mutual benefit. The diverse range of online spategeb 2.0 tools such as wikis for
collaborative projects, blogs for collaborativeleetion and a wider range of communication
media such as podcasting and vodcasting may allmera personal connection to other
learners. These learners may prefer more visuditay and collaborative spaces to feel
connected. Online community is a social network tis&s computer support as the basis of
communication among members instead of (or in addtb) face-to-face interaction. Many
areas of academia have been slow to recogniseatidshe fact that (especially younger)
students commonly utilise social networking toaldink to “their community” as a non-
formal system of peer-to-peer engagement in otbieecs of their lifestyle. A key factor
would seem to be that these collaborative actwitiay include small groups of students
reading material on different topics; preparing suaries for the rest of the class; online
debates; group projects; role-play; collaboratiseag's; case studies; or group research plans.
An important point to recognise is that in the depeent of this type of interactive network,
the community of learners becomes the learning orvas much as the computer-based
communications system that supports it.

Success factors

A crucial factor in the success of online commuasitis the extent to which the level of
interactivity of the participants helps to estalmetwork norms, rules, trust, and group
identity. Gongla and Rizzuto (2001) identify a fistage pattern in the evolution of
communities, including potential, building, engagactive, and adaptive. As communities
progress through each stage, they increase thmabdaies, though progression is not
inevitable, and communities can mature or dissatany stage. Online communities seem to
meet a basic need for many learners, especialgetivno are debarred from physically co-
locating with tutors and/or their fellow learnensecto geographical distance, time
constraints, and/or other factors such as lifestiyhe ability to access a wide range of
learning resources asynchronously, share thesehgthpeers, and test their ideas in a
trusted environment, would seem to account foigtioeving use of online networks, and it is
unreasonable to expect that the higher educatiomumity cannot benefit from the skills
developed in these interactive networks.

Issues and future directions

Although we can consider both communities of plarel communities of shared activity
and/or shared belief, there is crucial synergy deatlops when a community of purpose is
largely located within a single community of plateview of the vast volume of literature
studying online communities and their participaiitss surprising that more has not been
done to look at the comparisons of online netwdinlas overlap (or inter-link) with physical
communities of place.

Some Potential Issues:



* Access and equity issues for students who are enalafford the appropriate
hardware creating another form of digital divide.

» Ability of the moderator to facilitate and enharthe development of an online
community

* Need for more experienced members of the onlinenwamnity to mentor novice
newcomers

» Assumed capability of students to be able to use@spaces in an educationally
effective way. We need to teach higher educatiodesits the skills to use these
spaces effectively, respecting other members ofdimemunity and developing
mutual support for the purposes of learning.

* Rules of engagement for participating in online owmities that foster global
citizenship, respect for different cultures and athp for differences in the world
environment

» Use of online interactive networks in blended amtyfonline courses/subjects.

» Designing learning designs for courses and subjeatsemphasise the
use/need/relevance of online communities

* Developing authentic tasks that are relevant aigdging for fostering online
participation

* Examining more learning-oriented assessment taskéich the assessment task is
the learning task within the online interactivevnatk

Conclusions

This short synopsis has emphasised a number afatigsues relating to the functioning of
online communities:

1. Itis suggested that the concept of community shbelregarded as an interactive
network of individuals who share common interesid/ar a common set of values,
and whose members engage in the exchange of pecammections.

2. That the principle of encouraging full and meaniutgllaboration between learners
and the stimulation of peer-to-peer interactionkay components of situated
learning, which can reap substantial benefits thinailne incorporation of online
activities in the learners experience.

3. The development of online interactive networks syngm not work on their own
without the assistance of academics/professorgyhreh education to facilitate and
moderate interactions. This facilitation has a gmepurpose which may include
transformative learning, self-reflection, develapmultiple perspectives through
collaborative projects and deep understanding digg@ants from numerous cultures
through online dialogue.
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