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INTRODUCTION

Virtual learning environments are rapidly
emerging across various sectors of society. In
education, opportunities to access a wide range
of courses and professional development ser-
vices are now available on the Internet. Within
these learning environments, a different kind
of community is emerging—an online learning
community.

For educational leaders, developers, and
practitioners, a serious question emerges: what
must be done in the design of the online
courses to promote the development of learn-
ing communities?

On the theme of laying the groundwork for
the development of online learning communi-
ties, we must first understand what is an online
learning community and what are the charac-
teristics and practices of such a community.
How can active networks of people using tech-
nology develop and sustain a learning commu-
nity? How do conceptual and theoretical
frameworks guide the utilization of technology

in creating and sustaining a learning commu-
nity within an online learning environment?
By developing a sound conceptual understand-
ing of this phenomenon, educators designing
such learning environments will be better pre-
pared to explore various learning community
features and capabilities. The challenge is to
integrate pedagogical and technological con-
cerns through the design process to promote
and foster the emergence of vibrant and stimu-
lating learning communities.

CONCEPTUAL AND THEORETICAL 
FRAMEWORK

Conceptual Framework

A community is not an entity or a product.
Rather, it is a process, which is fluid in nature.
A community evolves through nurturing con-
ditions. It “requires a highly interactive,
loosely structured organization with tightly
knit relations based on personal persuasion and
interdependence” (Kowch & Schwier, 1997, p.
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2). It is a supportive and empowering environ-
ment that accommodates and is responsive to
the members’ actions, interactions, and reac-
tions. The relationships, the intimacy, the
negotiations, and the engagement of partici-
pants all influence the evolution of a commu-
nity. The growth and longevity of a
community are directly related to the commu-
nity meeting the needs of members. Condi-
tions and characteristics associated with a
viable community need to be fostered and nur-
tured, if a learning community is to exist and
evolve. It is through mediated communication
within this online learning environment that a
community comes to life.

Theoretical Orientation

Constructivist theory is the predominant
philosophy in education and especially in
online learning (Palloff & Pratt, 1999). Jonas-
sen, Peck, and Wilson (1998) state that learn-
ing communities are “models of thinking about
instruction, based on the dual platform of tech-
nology and constructivist theory” (p.1). There
is, however, a distinction between cognitive
and social constructivist theory. The focus of
cognitive constructivism is on “individual con-
structions of knowledge discovered in interac-
tion with the environment” (Bonk &
Cunningham, 1998, p. 32). From a Vygotskian
social constructivist perspective, the sociocul-
tural context influences the thinking and cre-
ation of meaning (Bonk & Cunningham,
1998). “Meaning making is a process of nego-
tiation among the participants through dia-
logues or conversations” (Jonassen, Peck, &
Wilson, 1999, p. 5). The opportunity to inter-
act with other learners in sharing, constructing,
and negotiating meaning leads to knowledge
construction.

The theoretical orientation is critical when
examining how a sense of community can be
promoted in an online course. Within a con-
structivist philosophy, learning is based on
constructing meaning from experience, and
interpreting the world largely through the
social environment. Learning involves both

individual and social processes (Jonassen,
2000). “Active, constructive, intentional,
authentic, and cooperative learning” (Jonas-
sen, et al., 1999, p.7) are five attributes of
meaningful learning. In this learning process,
learners, groups of learners, working together
and supporting each other will use a variety of
tools and information resources to achieve the
learning goals (Wilson, 1996). Technology can
be used as a tool in exploring, representing and
articulating knowledge. In addition, technol-
ogy provides the medium for conversing and
collaborating within this learning environment
(Jonassen, et al., 1999). A constructivist learn-
ing environment promoting community devel-
opment fosters a social context in which all
members, both students and teachers, are
active participants in the learning process.
Online learning communities are networks of
social relationships, where engagement and
interaction are critical factors within a con-
structivist learning environment.

Characteristics of Online Learning 
Communities

Cothrel and Williams (1999) defined com-
munity as “a group of people who are willing
and able to help each other. In this sense, com-
munity is more than a way a group of people
defines itself: it is a capability that can be
developed and improved over time” (p. 60).
Jonassen, et al. (1999) defined it as “a social
organization of people who share knowledge,
values and goals” (p. 118). The social group-
ing of people in a community involves com-
munication, relationships, activities, identities,
memberships, and a shared history.

The concept of learning community has
been defined by various scholars (e.g., Astin,
1985; Kowch & Schwier, 1997). Jonassen, et
al. (1998), for example, claimed that learning
communities are unified by a “common cause
of mutual support and learning, and by shared
values and experiences…Learning communi-
ties provide a means for learning within an
atmosphere of trust, support, common goals,
and respect for diversity” (p. 4). Those who
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form the membership of the community are
drawn together for a common purpose, and, to
some extent, a purpose that provides a bound-
ary or exclusivity that assists in defining the
community.

Online communities have been a part of the
Internet since its beginning through the use of
newsgroups, listservs, and virtual worlds (e.g.,
the WELL). Kearsley (2000) stated that the
creation of online learning communities “is a
new phenomenon in education” (p. 58). Palloff
and Pratt (1999) described the learning com-
munity as “the vehicle through which learning
occurs online. Members depend on each other
to achieve the learning outcomes for the
course.…Without the support and participa-
tion of a learning community, there is no
online course” (p. 29).

To develop a deeper understanding of the
complexity and multifaceted nature of this
concept, we must examine some of the key ele-
ments. Schwier (2001) has articulated ten ele-
ments or characteristics of a virtual learning
community. The following includes seven ele-
ments identified by Selznick (1996) and three
additional elements that Schwier has identi-
fied: historicity, identity, mutuality, plurality,
autonomy, participation, integration, an orien-
tation to the future, technology, and learning
(Schwier, 2001; Misanchuck & Anderson,
2000). Schwier asserts that all these character-
istics may not appear in every community and
that the degree of presence of each characteris-
tic varies within and throughout the evolution
of a community. Interactivity among these ele-
ments influences the evolution of a commu-
nity.

Pedagogical Issues

Riel (1996) argued that building a commu-
nity is not the same as building a physical
space. Tools such as listservs, Web pages and
conferencing forums do not define commu-
nity. She claimed that it is the partnerships and
interactions between and among the people
who gather together that define community.
Instructional designers and online educators

who are developing courses with a view to pro-
moting community need to have an under-
standing of the pedagogical issues and the
factors that foster or hinder community devel-
opment within an online learning environment.

Communication, collaboration, interaction,
and participation are four cornerstones in a
learning community framework. Nipper
(1989) described the third generation of dis-
tance learning as having a focus on both com-
munication and learning as a social process. In
this new generation, communication among
learners is no longer marginal. This coincides
with the development of the fifth generation of
media, which includes digital networks that
provide various types of interactivity between
and among people and provide access to large
quantities of multimedia information stored on
digital networks (Bourdeau & Bates, 1997).
This interactive communication technology
has now advanced to a point where diverse
interactions (one-to-one and one-to-many),
synchronous (e.g., chat, desktop videoconfer-
encing, and whiteboards) and asynchronous
communication (e.g., e-mail, listservs, and
bulletin boards), and multiple modes of com-
munication are available to serve learners’
needs and to facilitate the learning process and
community.

Communication is pivotal in an online com-
munity. Without effective communication, it is
not possible to generate interaction, engage-
ment, or alignment. In other words, there can
be no community (Schwier, 2001). Communi-
cation has to be open to all members. Frequent
communication with members using various
modes of communication needs to be part of
the instructional plan (Haythornthwaite,
Kazmer, Robins, & Shoemaker, 2000; Bau-
man, 1997). Individuals have the option and
the ability to use such means as synchronous
and asynchronous communication, private and
public forums and one-to-one and multi-party
channels. Bauman (1997) recommended using
a high level of public interaction to make all
participants aware of the topic, to provide an
electronic space for non-course-related inter-
actions, and for instructors to ask questions
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and to promote interaction among students.
Hill (2001) notes that it is easy for people to
lose contact with their online colleagues. She
recommends that multiple means of communi-
cation be available to facilitate contact with
others and to assist in maintaining a link to the
larger community. Herrmann (1998) has found
that language patterns become guideposts in
community development. Civil language (e.g.,
being positive and friendly) and conflict reso-
lution mechanisms are also important factors
in creating and sustaining a community over
time.

In their research using written contracts to
foster community building within Web
courses, Murphy, Mahoney, and Harvell
(2000) identified four key communication fac-
tors that support an online community environ-
ment. First, there is a need for frequent and
open communication between students and
instructor, among students, and between
groups. Second, the instructor’s communica-
tion provides both information and feedback
within the community. Third, the establish-
ment of bonds and cohesion is based on group
communication. Fourth, the use of well-writ-
ten contracts assists in the creation of group
cohesion. Contracts do provide a structure and
framework within which students can work as
a group. However, since communities function
on the basis of commitment and not necessar-
ily on contracts, it cannot be assumed that
using contracts will lead to commitment,
expanded communication, and community
growth.

Collaboration is another factor that needs to
be fostered in online courses to promote learn-
ing communities. Dennen (2000) defined col-
laborative learning as “a process that involves
interaction amongst individuals in a learning
situation” (p. 1). She described it as being
grounded in a theory of learning that asserts
that knowledge is constructed through social
interaction. McLellan (1997) summarized
Schrage’s (1990) position on collaboration by
saying that the “goal in creating collaborative
experiences is to create a shared experience
rather than an experience that is shared” (p.

185). The experience needs to be participatory,
not passive. Collaborative learning engages all
participants (both students and instructors) in
working together in the learning process.

Two other factors that contribute to com-
munity development within online courses are
participation and interaction. Kearsley (2000)
defined participation as the “involvement and
presences” and interactions as “some sort of
dialogue is occurring between the student and
the instructor, other students or the content” (p.
80). Participation has both social and academic
components that are integral parts of a commu-
nity. Community members need to have
opportunities to shape the style and degree of
their participation. Guidelines and norms of
participation need to be present, which can be
established by the online educator and shaped
by community members. In addition, the par-
ticipant may perform multiple roles within an
online course. For example, participants may
interact at times as discussion moderators and
at other times as discussion participants. To
some degree, engagement in a community is
dependent on the invitation to participate.
Haythornthwaite, et al. (2000) found that the
interaction and the participation of community
members need to be monitored and supported.
Strategies need to be in place to launch dia-
logue and exchanges and to familiarize people
with the environment that fosters a learning
community.

Instructional context, more than instruc-
tional delivery, is a major pedagogical factor
when designing online courses that promote
community. Attention needs to be given to a
relevant context that supports authentic learn-
ing. The use of real world problems, prob-
lem-based and case-based learning are
instructional approaches that can be used. The
use of collaborative learning environments
helps to foster situated learning and to promote
multiple perspectives among students and edu-
cators (Tam, 2000). These approaches help to
cultivate an environment in which community
members work together in a student-centered
learning environment, sharing expertise, con-
tributing to knowledge, and owning their own
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learning outcomes. In addition, they provide
opportunities for leadership and for learners to
take on various roles in support of their learn-
ing process (Palloff & Pratt, 1998). For this to
occur online, learners need to have access to
appropriate technologies that can be used in
constructing and sharing knowledge. Kozma
(2000) believed that creating learning environ-
ments will result in learners taking charge of
designing the context of their learning using
various tools and resources.

Jonassen, et al. (1998) stressed that in learn-
ing communities the emphasis is on “the whole
group, which should then collaborate and sup-
port each other towards their learning goals
…This model depends on both students and
teacher taking responsibility for their learning
and motivation” (p. 2). Garrison (2000)
acknowledged the need for distance education
instructors to understand that they are members
of a community of learners, and not just exter-
nal agents who are only involved in creating
pre-packed learning materials. In the online
environment, educators need to have an under-
standing of the learning community and need to
play a dynamic role within the community to
strengthen it as a community of learners.

An educator may take the lead role in an
online course that promotes community devel-
opment, but that lead needs to be shared
among community members. For example,
Enomoto and Tabata (2000) found that, as the
course progressed, it transformed into a “stu-
dent directed, peer learning experience” (p. 5).
At the start of the course, students had limited
exchanges with peers. However, as the assign-
ments progressed, so did the number of inter-
changes among students. Their messages
developed a more personal tone. Relationships
developed among themselves, and they began
to exchange messages on non-academic sub-
jects, shared frustrations and problems, and
began to provide feedback and to introduce
new materials to each other. This interaction
and degree of engagement fostered greater
social bonding and a more student-centered
environment. Through their actions, members
formed a community of “equals by supporting,

complimenting, reinforcing and responding to
each other” (Enomoto & Tabata, 2000, p. 5).
Although these findings are interesting, there
is no discussion in this study of the design or
instructional strategies used to promote
engagement and social interaction. No infor-
mation has been shared as to participants’
familiarity with the technology. Nevertheless,
their observations do indicate the capacity of
an online course to evolve as a community.

Students need to be aware of the pedagogi-
cal framework of a learning community. Sha-
piro and Levine (1999) recommended that
students need to be open and to be willing to
reframe their roles as learners. A learning com-
munity does require students to be active
learners, to use teamwork, to be interdepen-
dent (Riel & Fulton, 1998), and to understand
that the community is the basis of authority.
Wiesenberg and Hutton (1996) found that
instructors need to encourage students in
“becoming self-directed by creating a commu-
nity of learners who depend on themselves and
each other (as opposed to the teacher) for
ideas, information and feedback” (p. 14).
O’Sullivan and Miron (2000), in their research
into building a learning community online in a
computer science unit, recognized that stu-
dents need to “make a paradigm shift in their
learning strategies” (p. 7). Having students
shift into a learner-centered, active learning
environment that fosters a network of social
relationships and promotes leadership and col-
laborative learning, does require an induction
into this new paradigm. Designers, developers,
and online educators need to have support
structures in place to foster this paradigm shift.

The development of pedagogical relation-
ships and the collaborative nature of a learning
community help to foster the learning process.
Serious consideration of pedagogical issues
from both instructional and student perspec-
tives need to occur when planning an online
course that is striving to promote a learning
community. In addition, the pedagogical
framework needs to guide access to and the use
of technology in promoting a learning commu-
nity.
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Technological Issues

Communities need a gathering place or an
online space. In the online environment, this
place may be a listserv, chat room, bulletin
board, Web site, or a combination. The gather-
ing place has to be supportive of the purpose of
the community and must meet the needs of
users. Cothrel and Williams (1999) found that
the lack of activity in a designated online place
(e.g., conferencing forum) may not be reflec-
tive of a failed community. Rather, what is
considered the community discussion space
may need to be extended beyond what has
been designated as the “community place.”
Discussions going on outside the designated
place may be contributing greater value to the
community than those within the designated
area. Therefore, consideration needs to be
given to the various electronic places where
people gather.

Jonassen, et al. (1999) argued that technol-
ogy plays a critical role in a constructivist
learning environment, because it provides the
means for “storing, organizing, and reformu-
lating the ideas that are contributed by each
community member” (p. 118). Technology
assists in representing the synthesis of student
and collective thinking within this community.
Using these telecommunication tools and
applications effectively in developing and sus-
taining learning communities within online
courses is a challenge. However, scholarly lit-
erature in the areas of computer-mediated
communication, online environments, and
learning networks should be used to guide the
selection and utilization of various technologi-
cal tools and devices that may be appropriate
within online courses.

One of the challenges in the creation of
learning communities lies in creating a sound
technological environment. Hill (2001) has
found that technology needs to be flexible and
people need to experience minimal technical
“glitches,” if community is to be fostered. In
Kearsley’s (2000), Online Education, a num-
ber of key questions arose in terms of hardware
and software environments that impact the cre-

ation of online learning communities. He high-
lighted a few of the problems that may hinder
the development of community. For example,
participants who access the online environ-
ment using a lower bandwidth may not be able
to successfully use compressed desktop video-
conferencing or may become frustrated with
the length of download times. The storing and
archiving of threaded discussion messages
may be an issue. Barriers such as connectivity
may impact who can or cannot connect to the
learning environment, as well as the quality
and quantity of their interactions. Other issues,
such as server connections and limitations or
constraints within software, may hinder the
depth and breadth of community development.

The technical design of the online environ-
ment has an impact on community develop-
ment. Brown (1997) has studied the features of
an effective online course focusing on the ped-
agogical rationale of the design. She has iden-
tified hypertext, active and collaborative
learning, and learner-centeredness as three
central design features that need to be consid-
ered in creating online courses that promote
community. First, hypermedia and hypertext
provide greater control for the user and pro-
vide diverse sources and pathways to explore.
Second, designing a collaborative and active
learning environment requires compatible
technology to sustain purposeful learning.
Third, learner-centeredness has an association
with the interface design. The interface has to
be responsive to the learner’s needs. It needs to
be intuitive to the user, must complement the
learning goals and put learning to the forefront.
From a technical perspective, the interaction
design of the online community needs to sup-
port intuitive and user-friendly orientation,
navigation, usability, and functionality
(Kristof & Satran, 1995).

Preece (2000) believed an environment that
promotes community needs to address socia-
bility (social interaction) and usability (focus
on human computer interaction). Preece stated
that good usability of software provides intui-
tive and easy completion of tasks. The inter-
face also needs to be consistent. Items such as
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dialogue, navigation, feedback, and archiving
features must all be factored into the design of
technological environments suited to the target
audience. The following dimensions of human
diversity have an impact on online community
design: physical, cognitive and perceptual,
personality, cultural, experiences, gender, age,
and capability (Shneiderman, 1998). There-
fore, linking the needs of the target audience
with user characteristics and preferences is
critical when creating the interface design to
support sociability.

Kowch and Schwier (1997) claimed that the
technology needs to permit each of the follow-
ing conditions to exist in a virtual learning
community: negotiation, intimacy, commit-
ment, and engagement. Selecting or designing
digital media to meet such conditions is a seri-
ous challenge and has a bearing on developing
online courses that foster community develop-
ment.

The “use of the technology does not sponta-
neously cause communities to occur; commu-
nities of learners must be planned” (Moller,
1998, p. 120). The essence of community is
related to the nature of human experiences and
interactions mediated within the online envi-
ronment. The creation and promotion of a
community of learners involves an effort by all
stakeholders and it takes time. In the design
process, an instructional designer cannot cre-
ate a “community.” Rather, one can plan and
create conditions that foster and nurture the
evolution of community. Given the establish-
ment of relationships, intimacy, and trust
through effective pedagogical strategies, tech-
nology can be used to create an environment
where people can engage in learning experi-
ences that foster the development of commu-
nity.

Community Building

Communities are complex. It is not simply
a matter of applying a number of specific rules
or guidelines. Rather, it “is an act of supporting
the natural development of relationships”
(Schwier, 2001, p. 1). Several factors need to

be considered when creating learning environ-
ments that promote community. First, there
needs to be an atmosphere within the online
environment that is conducive to a learning
community. The atmosphere of an online
course needs to be “failure safe” (Hill, 2001, p.
9). Participants need a safe environment where
they can express their feelings and thoughts,
are able to freely work and communicate and
are able to learn from their mistakes without
feeling intimidated. The development of com-
munity is based to a large degree on trust
(Poole, 2000; McLellan, 1997, 1998). If mem-
bers do not feel comfortable and safe or lack
trust within a community, they might not
actively contribute to the community (Hay-
thornthwaite, et al., 2000).

The encouragement of an “atmosphere of
adventure” (Hill, 2001, p. 9) and the promotion
of a “togetherness” environment are other fac-
tors to be nurtured within an online environ-
ment. Lowell and Persichitte (2000) found that
developing a sense of connection within the
course could assist in improving the quality of
learner interactions within a virtual commu-
nity. It is the nature, not the quantity, of inter-
actions that leads to a sense of connection. To
foster an environment of trust, friendship, and
respect, communication barriers associated
with the academic, social, and technological
elements need to be eliminated. The “estab-
lishment of importance of community at the
inception” (Hill, 2001, p. 10) must be made
explicit to all members. This helps people to
appreciate the benefits and the value of a com-
munity and to be aware of how they can take
advantage of the various opportunities it pro-
vides. If this does not occur, it is more difficult
to foster a learning community. For example,
Brown (2001) found participants in her study
who did not develop a sense of community.
They did not perceive community to exist
online and they did not place a high priority on
devoting time to fostering relationships. If an
educator and the designer want to foster a com-
munity philosophy, they need to make partici-
pants explicitly aware of it and to provide
opportunities to engage in contributing to the
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evolution of a community and to fostering a
sense of connection.

Selwyn (2000) demonstrated that partici-
pants need to foster community within the
space they are using. It cannot be assumed that,
if people have access to online forums and are
of the same profession, a communal or a col-
laborative culture will emerge and prosper. In
his study of teachers using electronic discus-
sion groups over a period of 24 months, teach-
ers used the forum for information and
empathetic exchanges, but with no fostering of
community. For example, a large portion of
the online discussion originated with a small
core group of participants. Why did the other
participants not actively engage in the online
forum? The discussions were stimulated by
personal reasons. For this group, no commu-
nity or group identity developed. Rather, only
personal identities emerged.

Schwier (2001) described communities as
being multifaceted. The social, personal, aca-
demic, and cultural dimensions cannot be
overlooked in creating the online learning
environment. In his learning community
model for using asynchronous communication,
Moller (1998) has identified two functions of a
community: social reinforcement (meeting
self-esteem needs) and information exchange
(involves collaboration and constructing
knowledge). He has put forth the idea that
within the learning community there are three
types of supports, which to some degree over-
lap with each other: academic, intellectual and
interpersonal. Providing support and activities
in these three areas helps to foster the learning
community.

The evolution of a community does take
time and not all members within a course will
have the same sense of community. As part of
her theory, Brown (2001) has developed time
triangles to represent the amount of time new
and veteran online students spend in the fol-
lowing four areas: community building, course
content, teaching method, and technology. She
has found that veteran students spend a greater
degree of time focused on community build-
ing, because they are familiar with the technol-

ogy and pedagogy used in online courses. In
contrast, new students spend more time on
becoming familiar with the technology, the
content, and collaborative and learner-centred
pedagogy. This time triangle concept is reflec-
tive of the experiences of most students in
online courses and online programs. However,
it may be inferred that a person works through
each level of the time triangle in a linear fash-
ion. But, is that an accurate inference? Becom-
ing familiar with specific technology, content,
and pedagogy may occur simultaneously. In
addition, course content and teaching methods
have been identified as part of the triangle, but
no explanation has been given as to what are
the critical issues taking students’ time. How
can they be used to help support and foster
community building?

Brown (2001) also identified three levels of
community development. The first level is
online acquaintance or the making of friends.
At this level, participants find others who have
similar backgrounds or ideas. Prior to this
level, new participants need to become famil-
iar with and confident with the technology and
the learning environment. The second level is
community conferment or acceptance. Brown
noted that many participants referred to this as
“being like a membership card for the commu-
nity of learners” (p. 7). There is a sense of per-
sonal satisfaction and an affiliation with the
larger community as a result of extensive inter-
actions and discussions within the course. The
final stage is camaraderie. At this level, partic-
ipants have been involved in long-term inter-
actions and have developed various affiliations
with other participants. These individuals may
have enrolled in other classes together, com-
municated outside of various courses and may
use other technologies to interact. Brown’s
three levels help to promote an understanding
of the process of community development.
However, she does not examine the design of
the course, specific pedagogical issues, or how
specific technological factors influence the
development process.

The process of developing a learning com-
munity in an online course is only one aspect
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of the capacity of a learning community. From
Brown’s (2001) research, when students asso-
ciate at the camaraderie level they have devel-
oped long-term associations, trust
relationships, respect for members of a com-
munity, and an identify as members of the
community. This affiliation is associated with
the online course but also with the larger learn-
ing community outside of the course. For
example, McLellan (1998, 1997) found that
the virtual community in a course dissolved at
the end of semester, but concurrently
long-term relationships were established and
were evident as part of a larger community.
The essence of the community can extend
beyond the online course. However, a degree
of adaptability needs to exist for such a com-
munity to be resilient beyond the course. This
leads to the question of what conditions help
community members to foster this community
association beyond the scope of the online
course? How can educational organizations
capitalize on the potential of long-term learn-
ing based on existing community milieu?

CONCLUSION

A building contractor begins a construction
project by carefully studying blueprints as a
guide to laying the groundwork and building
the foundation for the project. The careful
installation of footings, the use of supports and
careful construction provide a solid foundation
for what is to be constructed on this base. The
same is true in laying the foundation for the
creation of online learning communities. The
foundation needs firm footings and structures
in place to allow for future scaffolding and the
building of a community.

Although there is as yet no accepted set of
rules or blueprints for community building,
there are concepts and theories (e.g., the semi-
nal concepts of gemeinschaft and gesellschaft),
studies, strategies, and examples that hold
much promise and can be used to guide our
thinking and practice in developing online
courses that foster learning communities.

Designing courses that support community
development also calls for designing dynamic
learning environments that foster a learning
culture. It is dynamic action within social
groups, which gather together, mediated by
technology, taking on shared responsibility for
their own learning, that nurtures community
development. All members of the group share
their expertise and, through multiple means of
communication and collaborative effort,
accomplish tasks and meet learning outcomes
that are valued by the community (Bielaczyc
& Collins, 1999). Synergistic relationships are
vital components of a learning community.

In the absence of clear direction based on
empirical studies in this area, one can only
extrapolate key factors from the literature and
formulate a series of guidelines that educa-
tional stakeholders may use as they develop
and nurture online learning communities.
These guidelines fall into two distinct catego-
ries: the creating of online learning communi-
ties and the sustaining of online learning
communities.

Five Guidelines for Creating an Online 
Learning Community

Course developers and instructors must pay
attention to a number of basic issues as they
begin to plan and develop online courses that
foster a strong sense of being a community of
learners.

First, there is a need for an awareness of
community and of the sense and the value of a
learning community. These individuals must
ask themselves what factors they need to be
aware of when designing and developing an
online course and a learning environment that
will foster a sense of community among course
participants.

Second, design issues for online courses
that support community need to be addressed.
What can developers and instructors deliber-
ately do in designing a learning environment
that will provide opportunities for participants
to develop and influence the growth of a com-
munity of learners? As they reflect on these
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questions, these individuals need to consider
how they can create and implement mecha-
nisms that will create an online culture based
on the four cornerstones of communication,
collaboration, interaction, and participation.
For example, what role will communication
have in online events? Is it practical for
instructors and/or students to work together in
small groups? How can various small groups
and large groups interact within a course and at
the same time interact with people outside of
the online course structure? Consideration
must be given to the technical design of the
course and to the online communication appli-
cations used, if the learning environment is to
support interpersonal interaction and to foster
the mediated sharing of human experience.

Third, mechanisms need to be in place that
will facilitate the collaboration of community.
Educational stakeholders, who support the
development of learning communities, need to
examine the mechanisms that are being used to
sustain feelings of affiliation and connection
within online courses, between online courses
and beyond particular course environments. It
is one thing to strive to create a sense of com-
munity within an online course. But what
mechanisms are in place to facilitate the sense
of community connection beyond a particular
course?

To achieve Brown’s (2001) third level of
community development, camaraderie, people
must be aware of and have access to a variety
of tools and applications that will accommo-
date and facilitate ongoing interaction and
communication beyond the course environ-
ment. What technical factors and applications
must educational stakeholders consider to
accommodate the continuous evolution of a
community of learners?

Fourth, is the creation of community within
the “big picture.” The starting point here is to
understand what is a learning community
within an online learning environment. If the
notion of learning community is to be fostered
within courses, it is critical for educators to
look beyond the scope of courses and to under-
stand how the concept of a learning commu-

nity can be interwoven throughout the course,
the curriculum, the institution, and globally
within professional organizations and profes-
sional thinking. Kearsley (2000) suggested
expanding community beyond the course envi-
ronment by providing discussion forums that
go beyond online courses, the creation and
continuous updating of a directory of all par-
ticipants, and the accommodation of functional
user accounts for an indefinite period of time.

Within online course environments, educa-
tional organizations determine what will be
learned. However, adapting learning modali-
ties into non-course environments puts greater
control and autonomy in the hands of commu-
nity members. As a result, leadership becomes
a vital feature in fostering long-term learning
relationships. Therefore, how can educational
stakeholders work to develop and nurture a
long-term learning philosophy within online
learning communities?

Fifth and finally, ongoing research is
required to provide direction and support for
the development of learning communities.
Designers and instructors of online courses are
in a favourable situation, where they can take
advantage of opportunities to conduct action
research. Data gathered from online partici-
pants and online events can be used to feed
into iterative design decisions for the purpose
of enhancing the online learning community
environment to best meet the needs of partici-
pants. Other research methodologies may also
be used to extract empirical data that can be
used to develop and sustain understanding of
online learning communities.

Four Guidelines for Sustaining an 
Online Learning Community

Although fostering and sustaining an online
learning community can be addressed within
particular online courses, consideration must
also be given in how learning communities can
be nurtured within educational institutions. As
noted earlier, breaking down course walls with
the purpose of expanding communication and
facilitating greater interaction among learners

3-4c03.fm  Page 404  Saturday, January 18, 2003  11:15 AM

Downloaded from http://ftp.nowpublishers.com/qrde/article-pdf/3/4/395/10967435/qrde-12-2002-0003en.pdf by guest on 25 June 2026



Laying the Groundwork for the Development of Learning Communities within Online Courses 405

is a continuing challenge in sustaining a learn-
ing community.

The first guideline in sustaining an online
learning community is the articulation and
acceptance of a shared vision, goals, and aspi-
rations of the community. What is the purpose
of the group and of the community and how
does this purpose influence group and commu-
nity members? Mitchell and Sackney (2001)
claimed that there needs to be “some sort of
‘glue’ that holds the members together” (p. 2).
All factors creating the cohesiveness of the
community must help to sustain it over time
and through its evolution. Community mem-
bers have an active role in shaping the vision,
the understandings and the goals of the com-
munity’s development, and must be continu-
ally responsive to the needs of the
membership.

Second, within the online learning environ-
ment, there is a need to articulate and to apply
necessary knowledge, skills, and attributes that
facilitate the development and the evolution of
a sense of community. Lawrence (1999) stated
that online instructors have a critical role in
developing and sustaining the online learning
community. It is the instructors who must
intentionally create a climate that fosters col-
laboration and interaction. For online instruc-
tors to be in a position to sustain a learning
community, what knowledge, skills, and
attributes do they need to possess in order to
achieve this goal? What intentional actions do
they need to take within the online environ-
ment to foster collaboration and to sustain a
learning community? These questions need to
be explored by all the online community par-
ticipants.

Educational stakeholders who support an
online learning community need to consider
how institutional, organizational, and interper-
sonal factors can be utilized to meet these
goals. Mitchell and Sackney (2001), in their
learning community model, identified three
capacities: personal, interpersonal, and orga-
nizational. It is in the building of organiza-
tional and interpersonal capacities that
educational stakeholders must pay particular

attention to expanding and sustaining a learn-
ing community over time.

Within an educational institution, decision
makers must examine how they can utilize the
knowledge, skills, and attributes of those who
have developed a sense of community within
and among online courses and who utilize this
resource in transforming and sustaining the
sense of community within a larger context.
Consideration must also be given to the perme-
ability of course walls in terms of accommo-
dating interaction among and between
community members (past and present) who
may or may not be enrolled within specific
courses. How flexible is the administrative
structure in accommodating the fluid nature of
the learning community over time?

Third, participants need to understand the
personal investment required and the fluid
nature of a learning community. To sustain a
learning community, requires personal invest-
ment and commitment by all community mem-
bers. The level of personal commitment varies
with each person and within particular situa-
tions. The senses of meeting, participating,
affiliation, trust, belonging, and personal needs
are all attractors that may help in sustaining the
sense of community. Community membership
will vary over time and this no doubt will have
an impact on the cohesiveness of the commu-
nity. Course designers and learning commu-
nity members may need to explore ways in
which, over time, they create opportunities for
strengthening relationships and the sense of
group affiliation.

In striving to sustain the sense of commu-
nity, the following three questions must be
addressed: Who is responsible for promoting
and nurturing the longevity of a learning com-
munity? What is required of community mem-
bers and educational decision makers in
sustaining a learning community? What is
required of institutions in creating a history
and sense of connection with those who have
been involved in online learning programs in
the past, present, and future?

The fourth guideline has to do with the
development and support of community lead-
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ers. The sustaining of an online learning com-
munity requires the development of a
philosophy of community that engages lead-
ers, students, instructors, and administrators
who value and support the idea of a learning
community. These individuals must have a
personal investment in nurturing and expand-
ing the sense of community. It may well be
these individuals who take a learning commu-
nity to new levels of accomplishment and who
expand the scope of the initial vision of the
community. Those individuals, through their
personal interactions and their sense of con-
nectedness, may well act as role models for
other members of the learning community.
From a designer and developer perspective
then, how can the leadership role be supported
and nurtured with the purpose of sustaining the
development of a learning community?

In conclusion, it can be said that, as mem-
bers of an online learning community, manag-
ers, designers, educators, and students must
accept new responsibilities and new roles. The
integration of such characteristics as “owner-
ship, social interaction, group identity, individ-
ual identity, participation and knowledge
construction” (Misanchuk & Anderson, 2000,
p. 5) is needed in the evolution of strong online
learning communities. Administrators, instruc-
tional designers, and online educators play key
roles in planning and developing these struc-
tures and in fostering the relationships that
help build communities. In a word, it is the
informed initiative of members and the leader-
ship of the community that influence and fos-
ter and sustain the vibrancy and resiliency of
an online learning community.
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