How professors achieve togetherness in an online learning
environment
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Instead of a room full of nervous faces greeting her at the beginning of fall
semester, a cold computer screen stares back at a professor.
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“"How can I get to know my students, forge a bond with them, create
community?” she thinks. After all, these are real people at the other end of
cyberspace — flesh and blood students with expectations and needs.
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As she mulls over this challenge, a student signing on to the professor’s online
class for the first time thinks to himself, *How can I get in, get out, and get on
with my life?”
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As with a regular classroom, creating community in the online classroom can be
a tug of war between students and professors with their own ideas about what
shape the community will take. Factors such as learning goals, student
expectations, and teaching style all influence online community creation.

et et

+/Translation

AR — AR B » AR S b e g T A BT 3 TR T B 2 P o
FORERE - MRS A » e AL B SR Z - (10 © S8 B - B
BB AR BT A, -

Matt Metcalf, who recently received a bachelor’s degree in architecture from
the University of Utah, said he gleaned more than expected from an online
humanities course he recently took. However, a sense of community isn’t what
he signed up for. "I just wanted to get it done and out of the way,” he said.
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Students often sign up for online courses precisely to avoid being part of a
community, said Diane Kelly, an associate professor of nursing at the U.
Instead, because students have so many other responsibilities, convenience is
king.
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“Our populations of students are working professionals,” Kelly said. “And,
especially here in Utah, they’re usually working full time while going to school
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and many of them have significant family responsibilities as well.
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Nevertheless, scholars have found that a sense of community in the learning
environment contributes to students’ happiness and sense of support. “After all,
communities are about relationships,” said Jerald E. Levine, an adjunct
professor at the University of Maryland University College, in a DE Oracle
article. “They provide a sense of belonging. They reflect common interests.”
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For Linda Ralston, an associate professor in the U’s Department of Parks
Recreation and Tourism, building community in the cyberspace classroom is
just as vital as if the class were taking place under brick and mortar. “If you can
achieve that, it's a much more rich environment, even for me,” Ralston said.



http://nursing.utah.edu/directory/faculty/kelly_dianne.html
http://info.umuc.edu/de/ezine/features/may_june_2004/community.htm
http://www.health.utah.edu/prt/faculty/ralston.html
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But creating a sense of togetherness in the online classroom can be challenging.
No inquiring faces or raised hands are visible, and telling whether your students
are interested or indifferent is tricky. In fact, some students would rather drop
off their assignments and leave without contributing at all.
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“In the [physical] classroom, naturally students will raise their hand and ask a
question,” Ralston said. “They don't always do that in an online environment,
because they don’t know you as well and so they don’t know how you take a
question, and so I like to be proactive.”
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In a study released in 2000 regarding creating community for distance learners
at the University of Illinois, Caroline Haythornthwaite, Michelle M. Kazmer and
Jennifer Robins noted that a sense of community doesn't just happen.
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http://jcmc.indiana.edu/vol6/issue1/haythornthwaite.html
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“Community does not suddenly appear fully formed when students begin the
program,” they wrote. “There is a learning and adjustment phase that is more
difficult for some than for others.”
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In the online classroom, Ralston starts community building right away. She
provides a virtual orientation to accustom students to technology she uses to
teach. She requires them to post an introduction to themselves on an online
discussion board. She finds out about their nicknames, their hobbies. And she
remembers them.
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Then she takes the time to write each student a personal e-mail.
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I contact them all and I look for something that shares an interest — or that I
might be interested in learning more (about),” she said. "I try to start building
that open communication line. I think it's important in an online class that the
teacher takes the time to make that first step.”
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Ralston also takes note of when most of her students are in the online
classroom and makes sure that she’s there for answering questions or offering
guidance. For virtual office hours, she sets up a Webcam so students can see
her. She uses Wimba Classroom, software that is new to the U and enables
instructors to record lectures in audio or video, among other things.
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But do all students want community in the online classroom? “The importance
of community totally varies by the content, by the learning objectives, and by
the scope, if you will, of that particular course,” Kelly said.
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Online learning environments vary just as classroom environments do. The
objectives for, say, a gender communication course will be different from a
geology course.
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http://www.uen.org/my.uen/help/wimba

Because of that, professors need to decide if community is valuable to a
particular class in the first place, Kelly said. “"Do you need discussion boards in
every single class? Do you need group work in every single class? And I would
say ‘No.”
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Her approach to teaching online courses stems from her own experiences as a
PhD student with a family: She didn’t necessarily have the time or the desire to
be a part of the classroom community.
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Ralston said she recognizes some students want to finish coursework as quickly
as possible, and she doesn't penalize them for that. What is important, she said,
is that teachers remain just as visible and connected to students online as they
are in the classroom. “That classroom environment, when I'm there it's active.”
she said. “When they're there, it's active. And so I want them to feel like they
can talk to us.”
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