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Abstract

In this paper, we consider e-learning communities in Higher Education in the context of educational research and Internet and Virtual Community research in other disciplines.  The conceptual framework proposed advances theory by synthesising and developing concepts from a broad literature.  The economic perspective on virtual communities adopted allows them to be considered from multiple perspectives.  Finally we discuss the potential for using this framework in the study of e-learning communities.

Introduction

In the last quarter of the twentieth century, Higher Education in the United Kingdom has undergone many changes, in terms of what is taught and learned, which institutions offer it, and which students have access to it.  As part of an effort to widen access to higher education, student numbers have grown rapidly without a corresponding growth in the number of institutions and academics.  The number of students in publicly-funded UK higher education grew from under two hundred thousand in 1960 to over one million in 1995, (Dearing, 1997).  In USA this growth has led to the “Triple Challenge of outcomes, accessibility, and costs", challenges that also apply to UK universities, (Ehrmann, 1995).  There has also been a long-term trend towards what is sometimes called "polytechnization", in which man is not just seen as homo sapiens but also as homo faber, the constructor and builder.  This approach stresses cooperative approaches and concrete achievements, e.g. material and artistic.  In 1984, (Kolb, 1984) identified a trend towards specialization and vocationalism in American higher education, that is still evident in UK higher education today.  There is also an emphasis on lifelong learning, which UNESCO recommends as being built on the four pillars “learning to know, learning to do, learning to live together and learning to be”.

In this paper, we shall examine e-learning communities in Higher Education in the context of educational research, and Information and Communications Technologies (ICT) research in other disciplines.  To accommodate a wide range of uses of ICT in education, we can use Honey’s simple definition of e-learning as “the process of learning from information that is delivered electronically”, (Honey, 2001)  This definition includes distance education, “planned learning that normally occurs in a different place from teaching and as a result requires special techniques of course design, special instructional techniques, special methods of communication by electronic and other technology, as well as special organizational and administrative arrangements”, (Moore & Kearsley, 1996); and campus-based learning, where students are expected to spend some time on campus, at formal classes and in meetings with their peers.

We shall discuss in detail what is meant by community in 
Internet Research and Virtual Community


 but for our purposes we shall define an e-learning community as a learning community where at least some of the interactions between community members are mediated by ICT.

Theories of Learning and E-learning

A range of philosophical approaches has been adopted to inform the research and practice of teaching and learning.  Different philosophical approaches have different ontologies, or views of reality, and different epistemologies, or theories of knowledge.

Positivist approaches regard knowledge as objective and aim to construct general laws or theories of relationships between phenomena.  These laws and theories can be obtained via experimentation, observation and the testing of propositions.  Positivism has contributed to the growth of knowledge in the physical sciences.  An example of a positivist learning theory is Skinner’s operant conditioning, whereby changes in behaviour are seen as the result of an individual's response to environmental stimuli.  The question is whether or not a positivist approach will yield rich knowledge in a social activity such as education.  

Kolb identifies three traditions as highly influential in experiential learning: the work of John Dewey in Higher Education; that of Kurt Lewin in training and development; and that of Piaget in cognitive development, (Kolb, 1984).  Dewey was a pragmatist, explaining meaning and truth as testable in action with observable outcomes, and hence always open to criticism and revision.  His social theories were shaped by his association with George Herbert Mead, (Kemerling, 1997).  Kurt Lewin is generally credited as coining the term action research, “research leading to social action”.  Early constructivist work emphasised the individual rather than the social, e.g. Piaget’s constructivism (also called genetic constructivism), (Panitz, 1996; Wagner, 1997), (Tam, 2000).  Perry developed a staged model of intellectual development, based on a longitudinal study of extended interviews with Harvard and Radcliff college students in the 1950's and 60's, where the stages were dualism, where knowledge is seen as absolute and right or wrong, multiplicity where multiple perspectives are recognized without the ability to evaluate each perspective, and relativism where knowledge is seen as relative to its context of use and authority can be questioned.  This work has been criticized for its sample biased towards white, male students, (Belenky, Clenchy, Goldberger, & Torule, 1986).

“The interpretivist approach is based on an ontology in which reality is subjective, a social product constructed and interpreted by humans as social actors according to their beliefs and value systems”, (Darke, Shanks, & Broadbent, 1998).  

Social learning theories continued to develop, (Bandura, 1977), including social constructivism, an interpretivist approach, based on phenomenology, that places a greater emphasis on the importance of social interactions in affecting the individual's generation of knowledge or facts about the world.  This approach increased in popularity in the last few decades of the twentieth century, in mainstream and technology-related educational research.  Two examples of social constructivist approaches are situated cognition, (Brown, Collins, & Duguid, 1989) and situated learning, (Lave & Wenger, 1991).  Hannafin describes these two examples as follows:

"Situated cognition theorists suggest that knowledge and the conditions under which is it used are inextricably linked. Social cognitivists indicate that learning is a goal-directed activity that is connected to the social contexts, including people, in which it occurs or is ultimately applied. Both views promote learning in realistically complex contexts that do not decontextualize knowledge and skills from the circumstances in which they are applied." (Hannafin, 1997)
Vygotsky’s work, from much earlier in the twentieth century, has been re-appraised in the new context of computer-mediated communication (CMC).  Vygotsky’s emphasis on language as a tool for mediation in the social process of education, and the agency of teacher and peers in the educational development of the individual, assumed new significance in the use of CMC in education, (Marxism, 2003; Panitz, 1996; Roschelle, 2000).  Like Vygotsky, Dewey viewed meaning and experience as primarily social.  Additionally he included tools such as symbols, ideas and language in the technology of learning.  Dewey was an advocate of progressive educational reform, and is seen as the progenitor of ideas of inquiry learning and activity-based education, (Roschelle, 2000).  These ideas developed in parallel to the use of educational technologies such as audio, television and video but it is with the increase of CMC that we see the tendency towards alignment of social constructivism and e-learning.  

The paradigm debate between positivists and social constructivists mirrors that held in many other disciplines e.g. Information Systems, Management Science, International Relations and many others.  We adopt Biesta’s recommendation that “… the pedagogical task, conceived as a concern for the whole person of the student, is the proper and all-encompassing task of education”, (Biesta & Miedema, 2002)
The constructivist shift that is involved in e-learning can be conceptualised as a spectrum to explore the nature of the change, rather than a description of a dramatic conversion, (Goodyear, 2001).  There is also a third position, where we can blend elements from a ‘realist’ epistemology and a constructivist understanding of learning, (Goodyear & Stone, 1992).  An example of this third position in psychology is Gestalt Theory, whose epistemological orientation can be seen as critical realism., in its attempts to integrate experimental and phenomenological procedures,(Anonymous, 2003).
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Figure 1 - The Constructivist Shift, after Goodyear

Other critical or transformative approaches have the goal of changing society for the better, e.g. the empowerment of disadvantaged groups in society.  Their epistemology sees knowledge as inseparable from the power relations that exist in its context, (Burrell & Morgan, 1979), (Giddens, 1984).  

There has been a large volume of research in e-learning, a significant amount of which makes little use of or contribution to theory, and ask the “bad questions”, e.g. “Do computers do a better job of teaching English composition than traditional methods?”  Rather, we should study which teaching and learning strategies are best, and which technologies are best for supporting those strategies, (Ehrmann, 1995).  

The philosophical approach adopted by agents of change informs the way they plan and conduct that change, with positivists adopting a technical rationalist view of change, and social constructivists concentrating on social and pedagogical issues, treating technology as an enabler.  Although critical research into education does exist, it tends to focus on critique of change rather propose or foster change.  For example Noble, a social historian, has drawn parallels between the growth of correspondence courses in the 1930s and the growth of distance learning in the last decade of the twentieth century, in his writing on the commoditization of the education function of universities when courses are transformed into courseware, (Noble, 1998).

The history of Instructional Design (ID), as a systematic and explicit approach to the design of instruction, dates back to the end of World War II.  James Finn has been characterized as a father of the instructional design movement in his linkage of the theory of systems design to educational technology, and the recognition of the importance of process as well as technology, (Seels, 1989).  Much work in ID mirrors the work done in structured approaches to Business and Information Systems Analysis and Design, in its technical rational approach to the design process and its belief in method, (Wastell, 1996).  In both domains, there is increased interest in evolutionary and participatory approaches, some of which have their roots in Human Computer Interaction (HCI) research, (Eason, 1988; Schrage, 1996); and the grounding of design in theory and practice, (Hannafin, 1997), specifically as a means of incorporating research in learning, teaching and theories of interaction, (Cook, 2002).  In the next section, we look at research from Information Systems, Internet Studies, Computer-Mediated Communication and Virtual Communities to learn how such research can inform research and practice in E-Learning Communities.

Internet Research and Virtual Community
Moving from the hyped view of the Internet as Information Superhighway, championed by ex-USA Vice President Al Gore, through the boom and bust of the dotcom phenomenon, (Howcroft, 2001), there begins to emerge a body of knowledge on the Internet as we experience it in our daily lives, (Wellman & Haythornthwaite, 2002).  

There are global studies that make a systematic comparison of Internet use in different countries such as the UCLA World Internet project, and Survey 2000, reported in (Chen, Boase, & Wellman, 2002); studies of new forms of work based on ICT, (Salaff, 2002), (Manheim & Watson-Manheim, 1999); and detailed studies of online interactions, (Cherny, 1999), (Turkle, 1995).  

An important strand of Internet research is that of virtual community, a term of uncertain meaning, (Cherny, 1999; Hillery, 1955; Kogan, 2000; Paccagnella, 2001).  That community has many different meanings may be part of its attraction, when used in advertising hype as a “warm glow” word, implying good relations, (Kogan, 2000).  We adopt the following categorization of definitions of community: tradition and practice definitions that focus on the culture, tradition, or practices shared by a group of people; social network studies that analyse individual’s social networks in geographical areas and online; cooperative action and the common good where members work cooperatively to protect the common good; boundaries where communities know who should be members and seek to defend their boundaries; and lastly utopian and symbolic definitions where community is invoked as a symbol, often used as an adjective to denote commitment and connectedness, (Cherny, 1999).  We use this pragmatic definition of virtual community that does not rely on the “feel good” sense of community:

“a group of people who share social interaction, and some common ties between themselves and the other members of the group, and who share an area for at least some of the time.”, (Hamman, 2001).

Tradition and Practice definitions

The practice element figures strongly in many of the current texts that promote virtual community, e.g. purpose figures prominently in their definitions of virtual communities or teams, (Kim, 2000; Lipnack & Stamps, 1997; Preece, 2000).  The concept of situated action emerges from a strong body of ethnographic research into organizational life, (Suchman, 1987, 2000; Suchman, Blomberg, Orr, & Trigg, 1999), and the cognitive and learning aspects of this have been further developed, (Brown et al., 1989; Brown & Duguid, 1998; Lave & Wenger, 1991).  Lave and Wenger explore the phenomenon of situated learning through five rich case studies of practice outside formal education, identifying legitimate peripheral participation in Communities of Practice (CoP) as an engagement in generative social practice, (Lave & Wenger, 1991).  The case studies in this text dealt with communities of midwives, tailors, quartermasters, butchers and alcoholics, all communities with very strong cultures and traditions whose interaction was almost exclusively face to face.  Since then, there has been a surge of interest in CoPs who use CMC, in a decade where organizational learning and knowledge management have become very hot topics.  A recent definition of CoP is

“… group(s) of people who share a concern, a set of problems, or a passion about a topic, and who deepen their knowledge and expertise in this area by interacting on an ongoing basis", (Wenger, McDermott, & Snyder, 2002)
Open Source Software communities fit this definition very neatly, (Feller & Fitzgerald, 2002).

Social network studies 

These studies take an individual perspective on communities, using the term private network community to describe a group of people with the common tie of the person , unique to that individual though others may share large sections of it, (Hamman, 2001).  What is described as community in other definitions appears as lagoons of overlap between private network communities, with different ties.

“That which it interprets as a network is the world of increasing global interdependencies between individuals and between organizations. in which disorder and flexibility tend to substitute order and hierarchy.”, (Paccagnella, 2001).

The emphasis is on inter-subjectivity, distinguishing between strong ties, e.g. those between close friends, families, and weak ties that provide links between these networks of strong ties.  Whereas strong ties are important for emotional bonds and confirmation within the private network community, weak ties play a part in the dissemination of ideas between private network communities, and this can facilitate information exchange between networks of strong ties.  Social network analysis also helps avoid what Haythornthwaite and Wellman call “the fundamental sin of particularism”, i.e. treating a person’s Internet life as a separate lived experience from the rest of her life, (Wellman & Haythornthwaite, 2002),(Hamman, 2001).

Cooperative action and collective goods definitions

Communities that take cooperative action and share resources are characterized by a focus on community control and adjustment to environmental situation, (Cherny, 1999).  The social dilemma literature identifies the tension between individual and collective rationality; whereby behaviour benefiting an individual may disadvantage the group, and the group may establish norms that disadvantage individuals, sometimes called “the tragedy of the commons”, (Kollock & Smith, 1996), (Smith & Kollock, 1998).  Communities may have consumption rituals, at which gifts are exchanged, on special occasions e.g. on becoming a member or on anniversaries, (Bays & Mowbray, 2001), (Cherny, 1999), (Kim, 2000).

Boundary theories

If we regard communities symbolically, as a social differentiation within society, then boundaries are defined by who is a member of that community and who is not.  Since community is defined symbolically, these boundaries exist in the minds of members (and non-members), and even members may disagree about boundary criteria and defences, (Cherny, 1999), (Werry, 2001).

Utopian vs Dystopian Views of Virtual Community

As early as 1887, Tonnies adopted a utopic view of community, contrasting gemeinshaft (community) with gesellshaft (society), (Tonnies, 1957).  A disadvantage of such a view is that it leads to confusion between empirical (as it is) and normative (as it should be) studies of community, (Cherny, 1999).

Commentators with a utopian view of the Internet see it as liberating and egalitarian, as a place where new forms of community can thrive, in which individuals can participate more fully in democracy, express themselves in new ways, and enjoy increased social capital, (Katz & Rice, 2001).

The dystopian viewpoint of the Internet identifies negative social impacts, e.g. on face to face relationships and hobby or volunteer activity.  Carnegie Mellon researchers reporting on the Homenet study ( following people in households in the Pittsburgh area in their first 1-2 years online) reported decline in family communication, diminishment of social circle, and increased incidence of loneliness and depression, (Kraut et al., 1998).  There is a history of utopian/dystopian predictions in technology e.g. early wireless enthusiasts who believed that radio would remain a communications technology for private citizens, instead of the passive broadcast technology, controlled by business interests, that it became, (Connolly, 2001); and the use of the concept of community by broadcast media (radio) to raise $39 million for war bonds, (Paccagnella, 2001).

The frontier metaphor, powerful in American society, has been used to portray the Internet as a locale inhabited by ‘natives’ in need of taming by ‘pioneers’.  Here we see an interesting case of one set of utopians (the commercial pioneers of the Internet) claiming that earlier utopians such as Usenet groups (the non-commercial natives of the Internet) were not a community because they lacked rules, regulation and codes, (Canter & Siegel, 1994; Davenport, 1993; Werry, 2001).

The Homenet study has been criticised for its research design and lack of generalisability.  Recent research is beginning to map out how, when, where and by whom the Internet is used, (Hamman, 2001; Nie, Hillygus, & Erbring, 2001), (Boneva & Kraut, 2001).  Adult distance learners employ the sophisticated strategies to manage the competing demands of their online and offline social worlds, e.g. neglect and repair, where home may receive a lower priority around the time of an important deadline but later a learner may choose to let their grades suffer in order to fulfil important home commitments, (Haythornthwaite & Kazmer, 2001).  We can reject utopic/dystopic views of the Internet in our attempts to understand its role in social settings such as education:

“ the Internet is not inherently anything.  Once a Tower of Babel, it is now partly a department store”, (Nelson, 2001).

Community and communication

Despite increasing bandwidth for many Internet users, the majority of online communication is text-based.  Although there was a body of research that took the technological determinist line that social outcomes of computer-mediated communication were determined in the main by the media and technology used, (Daft, Lengel, & Trevino, 1987), there is now a growing recognition that rich text-based computer-mediated communication is possible, and is complex phenomenon that needs rich theories and qualitative analysis, (Ngwenyama & Lee, 1997), (Cherny, 1999).  

Community can be seen as a quality attribute with rich relationships and recognition between members, solidarity, shared values, as an ideal type at one end of a spectrum with less persistent groups bound by professionalism, personal interests and rationality at the other end of the spectrum, (Paccagnella, 2001).

An economic view

Recent research into virtual communities adopts an economic perspective that has the advantage of allowing us to look at communities from the inside and the outside, and examine their trajectories of development.  Software tools and web space for a virtual community may be provided by a service provider (in return for payment by the individual subscriber or community owner, or for perceived commercial advantage); or by the community itself.  Virtual communities can be seen as the voluntary association of individuals using CMC, governed by the same principles as other forms of voluntary association.  These associations will establish institutional and procedural authority and may thus become formal organisations.  The virtual community offers a new way for a voluntary association to recruit members and sustain membership, but has the same governance issues, relating to anti-social behaviours, that can cause co-ordination failure, (Steinmueller, 2002), such as that detailed for Geocities, (Brown, 2001).

Rather than using the concepts above to categorise virtual communities, it is intended that they will be used to derive a richer understanding of them.  In the following section, we synthesise the concepts into a framework for studying virtual communities.

Conceptual framework for Virtual Community

We propose the following framework for understanding and researching virtual communities, of which e-learning communities can be seen as a special case.

Membership

In considering the membership of a community, we should look at the conditions of entry and recruitment; identity and what members learn about each other; the roles that are played within the community; and issues of reciprocity and interdependence.  Communities may erect barriers to entry, as boundary defences or even to encourage commitment.  In some communities it is important that members reveal their true identity but in others, e.g. fantasy games environments such as MUDs (Multi User Dungeons), participants adopt a fantasy persona, (Cherny, 1999).  In either case, organisational memory of identity such as length of membership, reputation, pictures and other personal details is important.  Community members engage in different ways, exhibiting behaviours that benefit (or not) either individuals or the group, e.g. moderators who help to modify behaviour and guide activity within the group, and lurkers, the silent observers in virtual communities.  Related to this is the issue of reciprocity (or interdependence as Hung and Chen call it) that may be exhibited as trust, or actual exchanges, e.g. of information, (Hung & Chen, 2001; Miyata, 2002; Neice, 2002).

Purpose

Shared interest or work groups, such as virtual teams, can unite around a common purpose.  It is contended that communities with clearly stated goals can be more stable, with less hostility exhibited in postings, (Preece, 2000).  However, individuals may have their own purpose in joining a community - to obtain information or to satisfy their social affiliation needs, for example.  The purpose of a voluntary association can only be determined from the actual content of member interactions and the meanings they derive from these interactions, (Steinmueller, 2002). The site owners may have their own purpose, complementary or orthogonal to that of the members.  There is no guarantee of congruence between the official stated purpose, the individual’s purpose, the emergent community purpose, and any covert purpose of the community’s sponsor, e.g. to gather market research data.

An important facet of virtual community that relates to its purpose is that of the situatedness of the interaction that can provide authenticity and richness.  The virtual community may be where the main activity takes place, as in a marketplace such as ebay, or because the ‘any-time any-place’ access to technical expertise such as in Experts Exchange allows the interaction to be situated in a member’s work context, (Hung & Chen, 2001)
Governance

Governance is related to how a virtual community chooses to define and enforce its boundaries.  When it is perceived that current or potential members devalue the collective by their behaviours, the collective can take action to deter or modify unacceptable behaviours.  A difficulty can arise when the symbolic nature of the virtual community leads to lack of consensus about what is acceptable.  It is when a social grouping assumes procedural authority that it crosses the boundary and becomes an organisation, able to “coordinate the actions of individuals through a complex mixture of incentives, social norms, and power”, (Steinmueller, 2002).  

Sustainability

When a social group is voluntary, its persistence relies on the perceived value it offers to its members.  Many bulletin boards and chat rooms are ghost towns, (Brown, 2001; Steinmueller, 2002).  Two reasons for failures of sustainability in virtual communities have been identified: that the costs of participation for individuals may exceed their willingness to participate; and that even where individuals are willing to bear those costs, they may be unable to do so because of a co-ordination failure (more likely in the absence of procedural authority), (Steinmueller, 2002).  Examples of such co-ordination failures are the departure of community leaders in response to the commercialisation of Geocities, (Brown, 2001); the shutting down of the left wing Burn site in June 2000, (Nelson, 2001); and the closure without prior notice of the community area of the Netscape Netcenter Web site in April 1999, (Werry, 2001).  Discontinuities may be associated with coordination failure, and in some cases, the decision to transform a voluntary association into a formal organisation may be seen as a continuity response to achieve sustainability, (Watson-Manheim, Chudoba, & Crowston, 2002).

Guides to online community-building stress design and operation principles (rather than method), in addition to the issues of membership, purpose and governance, (Kim, 2000; Preece, 2000).

Applying the Framework to E-learning Communities

Although, we can regard e-learning communities as a special case of virtual communities, it is also feasible to regard all virtual communities as having an interest in learning since information is their currency and all are involved in the co-construction of knowledge.

Let us consider two ideal types of e-learning communities: as organisations, e.g. a distance learning course with group discussion and file sharing facilities; and as voluntary associations, e.g. a private study group set up by students on, say, Yahoo groups.

Let us consider each element of the proposed conceptual framework for e-learning communities that are formally organised and those that are voluntary associations, as a means of assessing its value for researching and analysing e-learning communities.

Membership

Formally organised groups offer membership to all those taking the course of study, but will vary in the exclusivity of membership, and their expectations of member behaviours (see governance).  For example, membership may be widened to include guests who can enrich the community (analogous to guest speakers in traditional lecture settings), or alumni from previous years who can actively participate or have a ‘ghostly presence’ in archives of previous discussions.  The e-learning community provider may offer a variety of roles to students

Study groups are an example of voluntary associations that stand outside the formally organised groups instigated by the organisation.  Membership could spring from face to face groupings on campus-based courses, or affinity groupings that meet in spaces offered by aggregators such Yahoo groups.

Purpose

Formally organised e-learning communities may share a problem with schools  - that what school teaches may be how to “do” school- identified by Scribner & Cole, (Lave & Wenger, 1991; Scribner & Cole, 1981).  CoPs can transcend this problem by the situated nature of the learning that they offer.  At this conference, it seems pertinent to examine what place CoPs have in formal education.  A pedagogical problem is that the abstract representations dealt with in Higher Education are often associated with de-contextualization, as the "power of abstraction" can be seen as situated in the person and culture that make it possible, (Lave & Wenger, 1991).  The concept of legitimate peripheral participation in formal e-learning communities is problematic if we try to apply it to the subject of the course of study.  For example, students undertaking practical work in systems analysis and design may associate online to discuss their work, but this does not constitute a community of practice in Lave and Wenger’s sense, with apprentices outnumbered substantially by established community members. Let us consider the possibility of establishing a learning CoP, where the generative social practice is learning and the discussion is meta-cognitive.  This has the attraction that students may learn to be better students, or get better marks, which may not be quite the same thing from the ‘official’ viewpoint.  However this is difficult within a community that persists only as long as a course module, 12-15 weeks of study in a UK university.  To try to understand e-learning communities as CoPs, we need to conduct a longitudinal study of student participation in virtual communities that are formally organised and voluntary associations.  We should also consider the purpose of the sponsor/owner of the community.  Many academics, including the author, have a research interest in the e-learning communities they support.

Governance

Expectations of member behaviours may be seen in statements from the community leader, often the tutor, in discussion protocols, and in assessment criteria.  In voluntary associations, there is a wider range of governance mechanisms.

Sustainability

Sustainability is an issue just as much for e-learning communities as it is for other communities.  The economic view of virtual communities will help us ask useful questions of participants and sponsors in our study of community sustainability.

Conclusions

In this paper we have conducted a review of two main areas of the literature: firstly the philosophies and theories that inform learning, particularly e-learning, at the beginning of the twenty-first century; and secondly research done on virtual communities within the broader body of Internet research.  The second area of the literature review has been synthesised into a conceptual framework for the study of and research into virtual communities that allows them to be examined outwith utopian and dystopian views of the phenomenon, and adopts an economic view that permits consideration of virtual communities in the context of voluntary associations and formal organisations.

Finally we have discussed how this framework may be used to investigate e-learning communities.  We contend that this conceptualisation develops theory in an area where descriptive studies predominate.  This theory can be used to enrich studies of e-learning communities; to inform pedagogy and student behaviours, as well as further understanding of the wider context in which such communities operate. 
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