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Abstract 

This study was designed to look at K-12 teacher beliefs about the role that community plays in 

their online learning classes and how instructors use communication, technology and 

pedagogical methodologies to form class communities. This study sought to answer three major 

questions: 1) What are instructor beliefs about the role that community plays in online learning 

and what are the challenges to forming those communities? 2)  Which methodologies and 

technologies do instructors use to promote a feeling of community for their online students? 3)  

Which artifacts of teaching provide evidence of the formation and continuation of digital 

distance education communities? This study used a qualitative multi-case research methodology 

which included teacher interviews and teaching artifact observations from eight online 

instructors who taught high school online credit classes. Findings from the study indicated that 

among the sample population, teachers who believed in the value of community, integrated 

community building features into their courses. Secondly, technologies which permitted 

interactive online classes produced the highest operating online learning communities. Finally, 

institutional support of online educational communities, including technology availability and 

high expectations, produced the highest operating communities. This study is important because 

community features such as trust, interdependence and feelings of connectedness have been 

associated with student persistence in online higher education and this study demonstrates these 

features have been found to be important in K-12 education too. Also, significant shifts of 

educational delivery are expected to include more digital distance education and future course 

designers can utilize this information as they build new K-12 online learning communities. 
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Chapter I: INTRODUCTION 

 After the school bell rings, twenty-first century children are spending hours each day 

“powered up.” Students aged 8 to 18 are spending on average 7.5 hours outside of school each 

day engaged with media, including television, computers, music devises and phones (Rideiut, 

Foehr, & Roberts, 2010). Teens spend on average 1.5 hours each day outside of school using 

their computers for video gaming plus social networking on sites such as Facebook and You 

Tube (Rideiut et al., 2010, p.20). The majority of students in grades 7 to 12 spend more than 1.5 

hours texting on their phones, sending an estimated 118 texts daily (Rideiut et al., 2010). While 

children do spend many hours outside of school on the Internet, all of their time spent online is 

not for social interaction alone. Increasingly, students are using the Internet to learn online with 

more than 50% of their online conversations directed to discussions directed related to formal 

schoolwork (National School Boards Association, 2007).   

 Online learning is quickly becoming integrated into student’s K-12 learning experiences 

with continued growth expected in district programs, blended learning and mobile learning 

(Watson, 2010; Wicks, 2010). Online learning is expected to continue to grow linearly in the 

future, and “….the data suggest that in about six years 10 percent of all courses will be 

computer-based, and by 2019 about 50 percent of courses will be delivered online” (Christiansen 

& Horn, 2008, p. 17).Currently, there are myriad Web 2.0 (O'Reilly, 2005) tools that educators 

can choose to support K-12 online classroom learning. Several computer tools that students use 

for online learning are tools similar to the tools used with social networking and social 

publishing web sites. These computer tools allow students to post comments, upload images and 

share documents on the Internet. These tools support learning and provide space where learners 
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can connect with one another (Gunawardena, Hermans, Sanchez, Richmond, Boley &Tuttle, 

2009; Greenhow & Robelia, 2009).     

 With the advent of social network sites and social media programs, many children have 

become adept in using networked technologies to make meaning of their world through 

interactions with others. The one common denominator that each of these technology tools have 

in common is the term “social,” which is a key pedagogical reason to make these tools work with 

students. These web-based environments provide promise as a space where students have the 

opportunity to work together to form communities which can make student’s online experiences 

richer as they feel membership in a scholastic network that satisfies their need to socialize while 

learning from others.  There is promise for use of these technologies to support social 

communities for learning, if there is belief in their value.     

     Problem Statement 

 Today, students are using their smart phones and other mobile devices to communicate 

anywhere and anytime with anyone. Increasingly, grade school students are using the Internet as 

part of their everyday lives (Lenhart, Madden, Macgill & Smith, 2007). Weekly, more than 70% 

of children aged 9 to 17 are connecting with their peers using social networking sites. 

Interestingly, nearly half of those digital discourses are students talking about school (National 

School Boards Association, 2007; Lenhart et al., 2010). Their proclivity for technology use in 

everyday life has prepared this ‘Google Generation’ (Kaplan, 2009) for ease in using the Internet 

for online interactions and online learning, which is fortunate, because there is a real need for 

taking learning online. Online learning has the potential to transform schools by bridging 

student’s social and technical skills with content area learning, thereby narrowing the network 

divide and paving the way for greater student achievement (Richardson & Mancebelli, 2011).   
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 Online learning is one of the fastest growing segments in the educational arena. Online 

learning is growing at an annual rate of 30% (International Association for K-12 Online 

Learning, 2010). Since 2009, there have been an estimated 1,500,000 K-12 students taking 

online classes, representing a $507 million dollar market which continues to grow (International 

Association for K-12 Online Learning, 2010).  Currently, 48 states offer online learning options 

for children, and 39 states offer public online schools (Watson, 2010). Online learning holds the 

promise to solve problems with declining educational budgets, declining numbers of qualified 

teachers and declining student performance in global competitiveness (Wise, 2011). Since the 

online world has a wealth of potential for learning, it is foreseeable that online learning will be 

an integral part of the learning paradigm for 21st Century learners. 

 Online distance learning has become an attractive delivery method for several reasons. 

For K-12 students, online learning is on the increase in-part because it offers students 

opportunities for personalized learning, advanced placement work, access to qualified teachers 

and credit restoration potential.  It offers a convenient, cost-effective way to reach learners in an 

individualized manner (Christiansen & Horn, 2008; U.S Department of Education, 2009). Online 

learning also has the ability to reach students who cannot easily come to brick-and-mortar 

classrooms, and it can be utilized anytime or anywhere students have access to Internet 

technology. Additionally, online learning provides access to skilled instructors who otherwise 

would not be available to students due to distance, time or economic feasibility (U.S Department 

of Education, 2009; Watson & Gemin, 2008).   

 Since online learning provides potential solutions to so many educational challenges, it is 

advantageous for the educational community to determine how to tap the potential of this 

learning venue so that it can consistently produce successful outcomes for digital learners.   
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 To capitalize on online learning in the primary and secondary school arena, and to 

prepare students for their online futures in higher education, educators must first be able to 

understand which educational factors and practices play a critical role in effective online 

education. This knowledge can help determine how to create and replicate desirable online 

learning community environments. 

 Unfortunately, much of the research that has been done in the effectiveness of online 

learning and the factors contributing to its success has been done in higher education, and herein 

is the problem (Poggio, 2011; U.S Department of Education, 2009). There are relatively few 

rigorous studies that have been conducted in K-12 online education (U. S. Department of 

Education, 2010; Wicks, 2010) that justify the success of online learning and the strategies for 

effective implementation. Yet, there are numerous grade school students today who are 

successfully using online learning for scholastic acceleration, enrichment, course credit and 

credit restoration (Watson & Gemin, 2008; Wicks, 2010).  

 With the advent of the Internet and growth of distance education, the role of community 

as a means for social learning has been researched in higher education (Hiltz, 1998; Rovai, 

2002a; Sadera, Robertson, Song & Midon, 2009; Swan, 2005). Community has been presented 

as an answer in maintaining online student retention and the quality of learning experiences (Liu, 

Magjuka, Bonk & Lee, 2006; Rovai, 2002a; Sadera et al., 2009; Vesely, Bloom & Sherlock, 

2007). The importance of community participation and collaboration in academic settings is 

connected to theories of social constructivist learning (Palincsar, 1998). Additionally, the role 

that socially networked communities play in allowing people from anywhere in the world to 

share their interests through technology has shown to be valuable for learning (Richardson, 

2010), but how valuable?  Social interaction and community formation have been attributed to 
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providing successful online experiences in higher education, but more research is needed to 

determine factors about communities at the K-12 level (Cavanaugh, Barbour & Clark, 2009). 

The need for more research in this area has prompted this study.   

 This research study seeks to answer three critical questions to uncover what remains to be 

known about the role that community plays in adding an integral ingredient to successful online 

learning, plus how to create and maintain these communities, specifically among K-12 students. 

1. What are instructor beliefs about the role that community plays in online learning and 

what are the challenges to forming those communities? 

2. Which methodologies and technologies do instructors use to promote a feeling of 

community for their online students? 

3.   Which artifacts of teaching provide evidence of the formation and continuation of digital 

 distance education communities? 

 There is evidence of successful online learning communities practicing in K+ education 

(Ng & Nicholas, 2010; Zhang, Scardamalia, Lamon, Messina & Reeve, 2007), but how 

important is community to the success of K-12 learning?  Research that has been conducted in 

K-12 online education reveals that when teachers foster student-to-student collaboration, it 

increases engagement among students (Smith, Clark & Blomeyer, 2005), and teachers find these 

student-to-student interactions beneficial (Ryan, 2007; Sadera, Robertson, Song & Midon, 2009). 

Student engagement in school related activities is important because it has been found to increase 

student learning (Zhao & Kuh, 2004). 

 So, is community the glue that binds individual online learners to commit to the 

contribution, distribution and creation of knowledge so that everyone in the community finds a 

benefit to membership in a scholastic network?  
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 Now more than ever, while there is increased growth in K-12 online education, we need 

to know for certain the beliefs that instructors have about the role of community in online 

learning and how to create these online communities in instruction so that district course 

developers may consider this information in course design. “The fastest-growing segment of K-

12 online instruction is made up of individual school districts that operate, or offer, online 

education programs for their students” (eSchool News Staff, 2010, p. 1).  

 This study will be informed by an examination of the literature of online communities in 

higher education  (Hiltz, 1998; Rovai, 2002; Swan, 2005;Vesely, Bloom & Sherlock, 2007) and 

social network learning (Dawley, 2009; Gunawardena, Hermans, Sanchez, Richmond, Boley & 

Tuttle, 2009). It will also include K-12 online community research (Boling & Beatty, 2010; 

Cavanaugh, Barbour &Clark, 2009; Greenhow & Robelia, B., 2009; Ng & Nicholas, 2010; 

Smith, Clark & Blomeyer, 2005; Zhang et al., 2007). This study also identifies the elements 

found to be important to community formation (Rovai, 2002a; 2002b; 2002c) and the structural 

elements that support learning communities (Lave & Wenger, 1991; Wenger, 1998; Wenger, 

2006).  This study is important because research is needed to determine instructor’s beliefs of the 

importance of community’s role and how to create online learning communities from a 

pedagogical perspective (Liu, Magjuka, Bonk & Lee, 2006). Specifically, a study that addresses 

K-12 community issues is needed because K-12 learner’s pedagogical needs may differ from the 

andragogical (Bailey & Card, 2009) needs of older students (Cavanaugh, Barbour &Clark,  

2009).   Additionally, with the current rise of social networking and online learning occurring 

(Holcomb, Brady & Smith, 2010), there is a need to know if “new media forms have altered how 

youth socialize and learn” (Ito, Horst, Bittani, boyd, Herr-Stephenson, Lang, Pascoe & 
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Robinson, 2008, p.2). This information is important to determine the impact of community 

building tools for course development.  

 This research is a qualitative, multi-case study which includes teacher interviews and 

reviews of teaching artifacts. The principal area of this research study will be schools which offer 

exclusive online instruction where there are no opportunities for face-to-face interactions. Online 

instruction is defined as, “Learning conducted totally online as substitute or alternative to face-

to-face instruction” (U.S. Department of Education, 2009, p. 9). 

Conceptual and Theoretical Framework 

 This study is designed to determine online teacher beliefs about community’s importance 

and their instructional strategies and methodologies that they employ to build learning 

communities. The study also looks at artifacts of teaching that show evidence of community 

formation.   

 The research study is framed using fundamental concepts of social-cultural learning 

theory. This research focuses on the importance of the role community plays in making 

scholastic social networks work as communities, mediated by technology, to provide online 

learning structures for K-12 students. This research draws upon the theoretical work of Vygotsky 

(1978), Lave and Wenger (1991) and Rovai (2002a). See conceptual framework Figure 1. 

 Vygotsky's social constructivist theory is the basis for this theoretical framework because 

this theory posits that learning from others helps learners learn more through their interactions 

with more knowledgeable others (Vygotsky, 1978). This study will seek to identify teachers’ 

beliefs about socially mediated learning through their value and creation of communities which 

support online learning. 

 
 
 
 

 
 
 

PREVIE
W



Running head: DIGITAL DISTANCE LEARNING COMMUNITIES  8 

 

 Throughout the study, community will be defined as “a feeling that members have of 

belonging, a feeling that members matter to one another and to the group, and a shared faith that 

members’ needs will be met through their commitment to be together” (McMillan & Chavis in 

Rovai, 2002a, p. 1). Rovai’s (2002b) classroom community concept, which quantifies student’s 

feelings about connectedness and learning, guides this study. Rovai (2002a) has identified 

connectedness as one of the essential elements of community. Connectedness is an important 

component in the classroom community because it fosters student’s spirit that they belong to a 

group and that they are not working in isolation (Rovai, 2002a). Connectedness also pertains to 

feelings of cohesion, trust and interdependence (Rovai, 2002b, p. 202). According to Rovai’s 

concept of classroom community, factors of both community and learning are important 

components.  

 Learning represents the feeling of community members regarding interaction 

 with each other as they pursue the construction of understanding and the  

 degree to which members share values and beliefs concerning the extent to 

 which their educational goals and expectations are being met. 

 (Rovai, 2002b, p. 202) 

 Rovai’s work, which will be discussed in detail in the literature review, in part shapes this 

study because he looks at how teacher beliefs and values can stimulate the creation of online 

communities. Rovai states, “Educators who perceive the value of social bonds in the learning 

process must re-conceptualize how a sense of community can be stimulated in virtual 

classrooms” (Rovai, 2002a, p.1).   

 Like Rovai, Lave and Wenger (1991) also found community to be integral to learning. 

Lave and Wenger’s (1991) work on building communities of practice (CoP) includes forming a 
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community, situated around a content area or learning domain for the purpose of improving 

practice. Their three-prong model of community of practice, which will be discussed within the 

literature review, situates learning with community as having equal importance to domain and 

practice. Lave and Wenger’s framework was selected for this study because formal online 

learning is created through the creation of a class where students look to gain content area or 

domain knowledge through scholastic practices. The extent to which an actual community exists 

is what is looked at in this study. The conceptual framework of this study uses communities of 

practice as an academic structure, which combined with technology, forms a digital learning 

community (Wenger, White & Smith, 2009). 

 Online, digital learning communities have demonstrated that they can strengthen 

students’ educational experiences because they promote online socialization, enhance student 

persistence and improve pedagogical practice (Rovai, 2002a). The case study research findings 

from teachers in this study will be viewed within the lens of Lave and Wenger’s (1991) 

communities of practice. Teacher beliefs and artifacts derived from interviews and artifacts, 

which relate to learning will be attributed to Lave and Wenger’s (1991) domain and practice 

structures. A modified Rovai’s (2002b) community rating scale has been designed from a 

teaching perspective (Appendix C) to be utilized with teacher interviews and artifacts to 

determine evidence of the existence the community structure within Lave and Wenger’s (1991) 

community’s of practice model.   
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Chapter 2: LITERATURE AND THEORETICAL REVIEW 

 This literature review presents theoretical concepts of social constructivist learning to 

contextualize important concepts of learning with others. Review of alternate learning 

communities are included in the review (Brown’s & Campione in Collins, Joseph & Bielaczyc, 

2004; Gee, 2004; Gunawardena et al., 2009) to provide a comparison of alternate structures to 

support learning. Lave and Wenger’s (1991) situated practice model and specifically Wenger’s 

(1998) model of communities of practice are reviewed in depth, as the community of practice 

concept will be how the research data from this study will be analyzed. Gunawardena et al.’s 

(2009) framework for building online communities of practice to support learning is presented as 

a contemporary theoretical model that offers a similar conceptual framework to this study.  

 Since much of what is known about online learning stems from higher education (U.S. 

Department of Education, 2009), this review will include literature that substantiates that 

community development is known to be an important component in successful higher education 

online learning (Chickering & Ehrman,1996; Rovai, 2002a; Sadera et al., 2009; Vesely et al., 

2007). Other community building factors such as Hiltz’s (1998) theory of online collaborative 

and facilitative learning plus Swan’s (2002) design theory are included. Additionally, the review 

will include the community factors that Rovai (2002a) has identified for successful online 

learning and how to measure its value. Rovai’s community scale (2002b) will be another 

mechanism for data analysis in this study. Finally, this literature review includes what is known 

about forming online communities in K-12 education including the studies of Ng and Nicholas 

(2010); Ryan (2007), Zhang et al. (2007) and Zucker (2005).  

 Several notable online blended studies (Boling, Beatty & Partin, 2008; Boling & Beatty, 

2010; Turvey, 2006) are also included in this review as the focus of the research analysis is on 
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the online aspects of the studies as opposed to the brick-and-mortar component. This information 

is helpful because it informs how collaboration tools have created online communities of 

practice. Current research on how students use the online world to socially construct meaning 

through the social learning processes is supported in the literature review which follows. 

Social Learning 

 Social-cultural foundations of learning include the constructive perspective, which 

defines how learners construct meaning. The constructivist perspective of learning focuses on the 

process of constructing meaning to learn (Vygotsky, 1978). Two major schools of thought form 

the constructivist perspective: meaning is either individually constructed or socially constructed 

(Lever-Duffy & McDonald, 2011). Vygotsky’s social constructivist view articulates that learning 

occurs initially through social interaction (Vygotsky, 1978) in which a group of learners share 

meaning and a common core of knowledge (Lever-Duffy & McDonald, 2011). Once individuals 

form their understanding through socially constructed knowledge, they can internalize it 

(Vygotsky, 1978) with the help of more knowledgeable others such as teachers and fellow 

students. 

 Vygotsky’s Social Development Theory suggests that children move from a process of 

learning through social interaction to learning through individual internalization of knowledge. 

“Every function in the child’s cultural development appears twice: first, on the social level, and 

later, on the individual level; first, between people (inter-psychological) and then inside the child 

(intra-psychological)” (Vygotsky, 1978, p. 57).  

 Vygotsky believed that social learning starts as part of a child’s early development. 

“Children’s learning begins long before they attend school …Any learning that a child 

encounters in school always has a previous history” (Vygotsky, 1978, p. 84). Vygotsky’s views 
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provide valuable insight into how his development theory may be applied in schools. Since he 

contends that learners come to school predisposed to learning from social stimuli, it is important 

that the educational community continue to build upon these socially constructed experiences in 

traditional and technically-enhanced classroom environments. According to Vygotsky, “Learning 

awakens a variety of internal developmental processes that are able to operate only when the 

child is interacting with people in his environment and in cooperation with his peers. Once these 

processes are internalized, they become part of the child’s independent developmental 

achievement” (Vygotsky, 1978, p. 91).  

 According to Vygotsky (1978), children also use cultural tools as part of their 

developmental achievement. Language is one of the primary cultural tools that children use to 

further their knowledge acquisition. When children communicate with others, they have the 

opportunity to learn at a higher level of achievement from more “knowledgeable others” (Bruner, 

1997). Learning from more “knowledgeable others” or “more capable peers” is a component of 

Vygotsky’s Social Development Theory (Vygotsky, 1978). Current Web 2.0 tools sites provide 

the technical and psychological tools (Vygotsky, 1978) necessary to further content knowledge 

acquisition.  

 Vygotsky’s related zone of proximal development theory employs the use of “more 

capable peers” to help scaffold or assist with learning. The zone of proximal development is 

defined as “…the distance between the actual development level of potential development as 

determined by independent problem solving under adult guidance or in collaboration with more 

capable peers” (Vygotsky, 1978, p. 76). Vygotsky’s view suggests that students, when paired 

with more knowledge others, will gain greater learning benefits than that which can be achieved 

through their independent learning alone.  
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When a teacher presents tasks in the student’s zone of proximal development 

and then scaffolds, coaches, or supports the student in successfully completing 

the tasks, the student’s independence zone ultimately expands. This causes the 

need for new tasks at a greater level of demand. (Tomlinson, et. al, 2009, p. 11) 

 Novice students can work with more knowledgeable “experts” in an apprenticeship role 

before they move on the learning continuum to be considered experts themselves (Tomlinson et 

al., 2009). This work can be carried out in online classrooms with a teacher and a group of 

students acting as networked experts and novices interacting with each other in apprenticeship-

like relations (Zhang et al., 2007). Networked computers serve as physical devices that by 

Vygotsky’s standards are cultural tools which have the potential to create change within their 

environment (Miller, 2009).The Internet allows global collaborations with peers and more 

knowledgeable others from anywhere in the world. This is beneficial because it changes and 

enlarges a child’s learning environment. Computers can change the learning environment 

allowing the formation of an online community of practice where children can work with others 

using an apprenticeship model.  “The term community of practice was coined to refer to the 

community that acts as a living curriculum for the apprentice” (Wenger, 2006, p. 1).  

Learning Communities  

 Lave and Wenger (1991) present the communities of practice model whereby learning 

occurs through a situated process in which social communities of practice contribute to the 

structure of the learning process. Learning is shaped by members of the community rather than 

the individual.  

Communities of practice are formed by people who engage in a process of 

collective learning in a shared domain of human endeavor: a tribe learning  
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to survive, a band of artists seeking new forms of expression, a group of 

engineers working on similar problems, a clique of pupils defining their  

identity in the school, a network of surgeons exploring novel techniques, 

a gathering of first-time managers helping each other cope…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. 

(Wenger, 2006, p. 1)  

 Communities of practice have three components to their structure: 1) domain, 2) practice 

and 3) community (Wenger, White & Smith, 2009). The domain is the interest area that members 

have experience in and are willing to share knowledge with others. It is the reason that 

individuals join a community in the first place. “It has an identity defined by a shared domain of 

interest. Membership therefore implies a commitment to the domain, and therefore a shared 

competence that distinguishes members from other people” (Wenger, 2006, p.1). In an 

educational setting, a domain can be the creation of a community formed around content-area 

study. The community can be formed online using Web 2.0 tools. While an academic setting 

may not be thought of as a voluntary association expected in communities of practice, the choice 

to contribute and distribute knowledge does rest with each individual member of the community. 

In essence, experience and contribution help other members of the community whether the 

activity is for a grade or not. The personal identity of each member of the community is defined 

by their membership in the community. Lave (1993) contends that learning occurs through 

individuals identification with a group and states,  

I propose to consider learning not as a process of socially shared cognition 

that results in the end in the internalization of knowledge by individuals,  
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but as a process of becoming a member of a sustained community of  

practice. Developing an identity as a member of a community and  

becoming a member of a sustained community of practice. Developing 

an identity as a member of a community and becoming knowledgeably 

skillful are part of the same process, with the former motivating, shaping, 

 and giving meaning to the latter…(Lave, 1993, p. 65) 

 The second component of a community of practice is the practice itself. Members in 

communities of practice seek ways to improve their knowledge and practice of their craft. The 

members gain knowledge from one another and from sources outside of the community in both 

formal and informal ways (Wenger, White &Smith, 2009). “They develop a shared repertoire of 

resources: experiences, stories, tools, ways of addressing recurring problems—in short a shared 

practice. This takes time and sustained interaction” (Wenger, 2006, p.1). In an educational 

setting, a community of practice may have informational peer-to-peer exchanges and offer 

suggestions to one another to improve instructional assignments. In this practicing community 

example, “more knowledgeable others” who are outside of the core membership, can supplant 

knowledge for the group. These guest experts can provide lectures, mini-lessons or guided 

practice for skill improvement. Inviting “more knowledgeable others” and experts to inform the 

community can easily be accomplished with technology. Video conferencing software can 

enable guest speakers to answer content related questions synchronously or asynchronously with 

the addition of blogging or chat devices. McBrien, Jones and Chen (2009) found that when video 

conferencing software was used in an online course, the students rated the course positively in 

terms of social interaction and participation. 
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