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Abstract

One of the biggest challenges facing distance educprograms is that of attrition. One
potential way of reducing attrition is to fostesense of community among students.
Students who are emotionally and intellectuallyeisted in each other and in their
program are more likely to prosper in a multi-ydetance program. This paper briefly
explores those effects ascribed to community trebelieve are crucial for distance
education programs to succeed, and then focusaglworetical framework that seeks to
define community known as the Psychological Semgoommunity (PSOC). From this
basis, we explore the communication between gradstatients in a distance education
cohort to see how well the PSOC can be applielisoeinvironment.



Introduction

The advent of the World Wide Web has brought with inassive proliferation of
distance education options, many of them basechdreutensive online communication.
Unlike the correspondence courses from which tipemg, this new brand of distance
education features opportunities for extensiveetttdtudent and student-teacher
interaction, includes a radically different econommodel, and often requires a long-term
commitment between the student and the offeringfirti®on.

Modern pedagogical models encourage the use opgrouk and learning
communities and cohorts to help sustain rigoroasl@amic standards and prepare
students for a work world in which teamwork playsimportant role. Modern economic
models demand high levels of student-student iotiena (to take pressure off the
instructor) and a sharp reduction in the traditilynaigh levels of attrition associated
with distance education courses.

In response to these sets of needs, many scholdggragrams have begun to focus
on creatingcommunityparticularlylearning communitiedJnfortunately, the terms are
often vaguely defined. How does one know to whgrele community is present? What
positive attribute can we ascribe to such a comtyuhit does exist?

This paper briefly explores those effects ascriivecbmmunity that we believe are
crucial for distance education programs to succaed then focuses on a theoretical
framework that seeks to define community knowrhasRsychological Sense of
Community (PSOC). From this basis, we explore traraunication between graduate
students in a distance education cohort to seewslithe PSOC can be applied to this
environment.

Review of the Literature

Distance education and attrition

Among the challenges faced by those implementidigtance education program —
poorly understood technology, high demands on fadnhe, and an increasingly
competitive atmosphere, among others — perhapstise onerous challenge comes in
the form of attrition. Reports of attrition ratdstlae course level in distance education
vary wildly from study to study (Dille & Mezack, 92; Kember, 1995), but are generally
significantly higher than on-campus courses. lbaline program lasts several years, is
based around group work, and consists of a deti#lgramall number of students in
order to enhance interaction and learning, theltsesfiattrition can be even more
extreme. From the students’ perspective, the thezsen team that loses two members is
in serious trouble. In the institution’s view, asybstantive attrition rate will devastate a
small cohort. By the end of a multi-year prograneré will be only four or five students
per class, which renders courses impossible to, fomaihtain, and justify to institutional
stakeholders.



One of the most prevalent reasons given for drappirt of distance education
courses is aense of isolatiofMorgan & Tam, 1999). Students cut off from insdaas
well as serendipitous encounters with their classsigeers, and instructors lose the
sense that they are part of a community and tHefetihat theybelongto something.
While the complex mechanisms underlying the phemameare poorly understood at
best, the correlation — high drop-out rates assediwith a feeling of isolation — is
fairly well-established (Morgan & Tam, 1999; Want&imes, 2000).

One potential avenue through which the problenttotian — can be addressed is
through the formation of learningcommunityspecifically by engendering in students
feelings ofbelonging. Indeed, belonging to a community seems to seotte the student
and the institution by reducing feelings of isadatand hence attrition (Haythornthwaite,
Kazmer, Robins, & Shoemaker, 2000; McCarthy, Pr&tZatano, 1990; Morgan &
Tam, 1999; Palloff & Pratt, 1999). Of course, fegh of isolation are not the only factors
influencing student drop-out(Want & Grimes, 200@ppeért, 2000; Brown, 1996), but
they do offer us a lever with which to addressisiseie of retention while remaining true
to the pedagogical mission of the program.

Community and attrition

Community is linked with two student attributes@sated with attrition: student
burnout (McCarthy et al., 1990) and feelings ofason (Haythornthwaite et al., 2000).
McCarthy et al note that undergraduate studentsexperience a strong psychological
sense of community in their living environment repd lower burnout on the Meier
Burnout Assessment and the Maslach Burnout Invgntmmpared to students who did
not experience a strong psychological sense of aamtgnin their living environment.
The authors note that their study does not estabéisisality, but first seeks to “establish
a relationship between burnout and sense of contyyamd, subsequently, to determine
if burnout results in a decreased sense of commonif students with a decreased sense
of community are more at risk of burnout” (p. 21B42. Further to this idea, they suggest
that programs and interventions to prevent or degdéurnout should focus not simply
on individual students (such as improving theiringgskills), but should also be
implemented at the college community level. (Haytitlmwvaite et al., 2000) found that
the students who do not make connections with tlagsmates at a distance “report
feeling more isolated and stressed than those wehmare active; exchanges with other
students become vital for validating their expeceshand for overcoming isolation”

(p. 1).

Community and learning

The second major positive effect of community carméng is that it aids
socialization of students into the profession, imgghem to create networks with future
colleagues (Haythornthwaite, 1998). Lave & Wend®91) and more recently Wenger
(1998) explore how inclusion in a community shar@gommon endeavor helps to shape
(and is shaped by) students as they create a corhistony in their growth from novices
to experts. Being part of a community of practidelevlearning encourages students to
work together and use each other as resourcesatfitigle carries over into their
professional life, when their peers go off to worldifferent areas in the field: they have



an automatic network of like-minded colleagues.d.61993) would put even more
emphasis on the idea of social interaction and conityn being fundamental to learning
in that “developing an identity as a member of emownity and becoming
knowledgeably skillful are part of the same procesgth the former motivating, shaping,
and giving meaning to the latter, which it subsuhfps65).

Community is also linked to a collection of variaogprovements in performance,
especially with respect to instilling the practafdife-long learning (Brown, Collins, &
Duguid, 1989; Cross, 1998; Vygotsky, 1978). Theralso an opportunity for
mentorship; “through participating in a communitgyice learners can learn through
collaboration with others and work with more expaded members” (Barab, Scheckler,
& MaKinster, 2001). A community model in the clazsm puts the emphasis on
“relationships, not individuals, shifting attentitmlearning experiences with a sense of
authenticity holding common meaning for all pagemts” (Baker & Moss, 1996). Again,
students who are part of a community of practicecimool transfer this framework of
social learning into their everyday lives and ceseln 1978, Charland described a
program dedicated to creating community amongatstnaditional students returning to
school in mid-life, nothing that such a decisiofftéa signaled a larger decision to
reshape personal identity, and that this group eg@dsupportive re-entry experience in
order to learn successfully” (p. 1). In this cabe, students were already acting as life-
long learners, but as non-traditional studentgjired more support in re-entering the
traditional learning sphere.

Defining community from the top-down

Since the goal of retention can conceivably beexskby creating a supportive
learning community for distance students, the emgjé is to know how to create
community. One of the important parts of develogih@tegies for fostering community
is to also implement ways of evaluating whether mamity has formed, and whether it
has engendered the positive effects we had expected

Eventually, we hope to associate what particularatteristics of courses and
students contribute to, or lessen, a feeling ofroomty. If we hope to do so, we must
first find an operationalizable way to measure camity, a model that that will help us
focus on those contributing characteristics infeitwork.

Intimately linked to this question of how to evakighe existence and effectiveness
of community is the ways in which researchers veewmunity. The “top-down”
approach is the preponderant method used for evaiuand description of community.

In this approach, the researcher establishes af Icdtaracteristics she has identified as
indicating the presence of community. Using thdsacteristics as a lens, she then
looks for indicators of those characteristics i@ #vailable data, and determines whether
(or to what extent) the group is a community (seg,, Kim, 2000; Schwier, 2001,
Selznik, 1996; Wenger, 1998).

Another way to define community is through its stcure. Social network theory
uses relationships among people (as defined byKWasad “strong” ties and relations) to
determine a person’s own social network. (Wellni&v,9; Wellman, 1999; Wellman,
Carrington, & Hall, 1988; Wellman & Guila, 1999a;éliman & Guila, 1999b). In the



case of defining virtual community by interacti@aresearcher would determine what
kinds of exchanges are occurring among classmab@sregular and frequent they are,
what the tone and level of intimacy are, and whatgdotential topics are (simply “work-
related” or “friendship”-based). Haythornthwaitél998) study used this framework to
examine the networks of 15 distance learners iraatét of Science in Library and
Information Science. The author had students repogeer interactions at three points
during the 15-week term, and had students clafisgfynteractions based on type (class
work, emotional support, receiving or giving infation/advice, socializing). These data
were used to create maps of how the students atéelaallowing the researchers to
derive models of how information and other resosift@ved through the group.

An alternative: defining community from the bottom up

The methods and models referenced above focustemuering whether or not a
group of people exhibits externally defined indizatof community. Puddifoot calls into
guestion such quantification at all: “It is not apgnt whether community identity can be
established in any empirically objective way, ateed whether this should even be the
goal” (Puddifoot, 1996, p. 328). There is a corndtrwell known in the community
psychology literature, of “psychological sense @inenunity.” This is basically the
individual's perception of whether or not he belsng a community. When thinking of
PSOC, community (or the effects members get fromroanity) may exist regardless of
the presence of externally observable characiesisBimilarly, community is determined
not to exist if people don'’t feel a part of onespiée the best design and potentially
observed characteristics.

In 1981, Glynn published a paper that showed®©C to be measurable and
guantifiable. He created a scale of 120 Likertestigms, half of which referred to the
participant’s own community and half to the papamt’s view of the ideal community.
Glynn administered this survey to members of twoefiocan towns and one Israeli
kibbutz. As expected, he found that members okibleutz demonstrated greater real
levels of sense of community than residents otwlteAmerican towns, but found no
significant difference between among the three gsaun the ideal scale.

McMillan & Chavis’ Psychological sense of
community

In their seminal 1986 article, McMillan and Chavsought to describe a sense of
community and offered four criteria necessary foaaceptable definition. Any
definition, they said, must be explicit and cldamust be concrete, with its parts
identifiable. Finally, it must represent the “wala@nd intimacy implicit in the term;”
(p. 9) and provide a dynamic description of theallewment and maintenance of the
experience. Their model has formed the basis othnofithe work done in the field of
community psychology, but has not had a noticeabpact in the world of education.

The PSOC, as its name implies, is based in thetidganany of the benefits
ascribed to community come from an intersahseof community, irrespective of any
externally-observable characteristics about thegrno question. While designed with



terrestrial neighborhoods in mind, McMillan and @isaassert that their definition of
sense of community will apply equally to both pl@esed and non-place-based
communities.

The model entails four elements, each of whichahssries of sub-characteristics.
Membershigs concerned with boundary issues, often represdny feelings of
belonging or sharingnfluencelooks at an individual’s sense of mattering, beshgped
by the group, and able to make a differemMé@eds more specifically the integration and
fulfillment of needs, deals with reinforcement afistribution of resource&motional
connectionspeaks to a community’s shared history, similgreglences, and common
world-view. These elements, shortened to the acroMyNE throughout the rest of this
paper, are described in detail below.

Membership

Membership deals not only with who is in or noaicommunity, but with the sense
of safety that accompanies such delineation. Thiyato identify another member of a
community allows people to better determine howgend resources and with whom to
feel comfortable.

Integral to the idea of membership in a commurstihe concept dioundarieslt is
perhaps just as important to see who is not ircéimemunity as it is to know who the
members are.

Groups’ use of deviants to establish boundariesdmgsbeen studied. Erikson
(1966) asserts that the determination of deviantiseaSalem witch trials and the
persecution of the Quakers stem from a deterioratidhe sense of authority and sense
of order among Puritans at the time. The answérisoperturbation in order was to find a
common cause around which to unite; in this cdaseas a deviant that they could
“denounce and punish as a whole” (p. 9). Boundaraesalso be created and enforced in
more subtle ways, including a group’s use of lagguatyles of dress, and rituals. Gang
members, for example, are able to tell at a glanbey are facing a friend or foe by
looking at the person’s colors. In this case, anene than most, the creation and
maintenance of boundaries, as demonstrated by dregss, is a protection against
external threat.

A common symbol systards in creating and maintaining group boundaries.
Common symbols include the afore-mentioned stylesass, language, and rituals, as
well as myths, ceremonies, holidays, etc. Thesésisrcombined create a social
convention that again delineates the “us” versherft.” Symbols may operate at the
group level (black leaders using Black Power aeddhed fist), the neighborhood level
(name, landmark, logo, architectural style), oioradl level (holidays, flag, language,
currency).

Safety especially emotional safety, is embodied in theaiof security in one’s
community. Established boundaries provide strucamea security, protecting group
intimacy. In many cases, such support is emotionaature, but in the case of gangs or
warring factions, the security is physical; forleotives and cooperatives, the security
can be financial.



The expectation that one fits the group and is@eceby the group is sense of
belongingand identification. The community member feeldbe a place there, and is
willing to make sacrifices for the group. The memidentifies with the group, which is
reflected in reciprocal statements such as “Thimsyggroup” or “I am part of this
community.”

Personal investmeratiso contributes to an individual’s feeling of gpomembership
and feelings of belonging. McMillan (1976) assetteat working for membership will
provide the feeling that one has earned a plat®eigroup, and that consequently, this
personal investment will make the membership mataable. The idea of personal
investment plays a role in the group’s developnadéat shared emotional connection, as
well.

Influence

Influence is the second overarching element opyehological sense of
community. Influence is bi-directional: in orderlie attracted to the group, an individual
must have the potential of influencing the groulpe Teverse case — the ability of the
group to influence its members — is crucial to naimng cohesiveness. These
seemingly opposite forces do appear to work simaltasly, indeed, in concert. Note
that influence often operates independently oftpm®s of authority.

An important aspect of influence is the idea ofsemsual validation, which assumes
that “people possess an inherent need to knovitieahings they see, feel, and
understand are experienced in the same way bysithed people will go to great
psychological and emotional lengths to reassunasieéses that they are not crazy
(McMillan & Chavis, 1986, p. 11). One cause, theingroup conformity, is the pressure
on the individual to validate the group’s worldwieAgain, this pressure can move from
the individual into the group as well as being irmgd by the group on the individual, so
that the group is “operating to consensually vaédes members as well as to create
group norms” (McMillan & Chavis, 1986, p. 11).

Integration and fulfillment of needs

The third element of the psychological sense ofroomity is the integration and
fulfillment of needs, most commonly encompasseikbyes of reinforcement.
Obviously, the individual’'s association with theogp must be rewarding for the
members. In many cases, a reinforcing elemenstigsie status of being a member of
that group. The benefit of being a member of timectfiowd” is simply association with
that group.

Communities are also strengthened by group accehpénts. Simply stated,
successes associated with group activities bringimees closer together. McMillan and
Chavis assert that competence is personally atteaahd that people will gravitate
towards groups and other people that offer the mevsard.

A third way in which need fulfillment is given degon is through the concept of
shared values. In general, people with shared salame together and find they have
similar goals, priorities, and needs. A group veittared values is more easily able focus



resources on issues that speak to those valuesyraging the belief that, as a group,
they might be better able to fulfill their needsaicontinual, mutually-beneficial way. In
this case, it is shared values that act as angtiatere force for cohesive communities”
(p. 13). Note, however, that a group with a streegse of community in which members
do not necessarily have identical goals and présriwill still work together to fulfill all
members’ needs.

Shared emotional connection

The final component of the psychological senseoafimunity is a shared emotional
connection, which is based, in part, oshared historyMcMillan and Chavis point out
that it is not necessary that all group membere lparticipated in the history in order to
share it, but they must identify with it.

To share a connection with others, of course, p@sses interaction with them. The
“contact hypothesis” asserts that the more peaopézact, the more they are likely to
become close. The quality of interaction is alspantant, in that positive experiences
create greater bonds; as was noted earlier, guorgess creates cohesion.

Sharing emotional events is crucial in creatingrsge of connection. The “shared
valent event hypothesis” states that the more itapdthe shared event is to the people
involved, the greater the community cohesion. Gsounpo survive a crisis together feel
an increased bond (for example, war veterans)sueéoto events is an important part of
community unity; if the group’s tasks are unresdlamd interaction is ambiguous, the
cohesion will suffer.

Investment in the community “determines the impaec&ato the member of the
community’s history and current status” (McMillan@havis, 1986, p. 14). People who
expend time and energy on projects will feel meorm®tonally involved in their outcome.

Finally, various types of intimacy affect the sltheanotional connection. Intimacy
is a type of investment: the emotional risk oneetalwith other members of the group can
affect (and be affected by) one’s sense of commutie effect of honor or humiliation
on community members can make the group attraotiumattractive to a potential
member. A spiritual bond can often be the primagus of a community (religious or
cultural), but even those communities not dedic&e@ligion will have a “community
spirit.”

Applying the PSOC

Working from this theoretical base, Chavis, HodgeMillan & Wandersman
(1986) took these four major categories and useah io derive an instrument to measure
PSOC in an individual, the Sense of Community In¢®RI).. The SCI, and hence the
PSOC, have been used to describe both terrestdah@n-place-based (relational)
communities. McCarthy (1990) and Pretty (1990)datied the SCI for the undergraduate
university community. Pretty has used the instrunreboth the corporate world (1991)
and with adolescents (1994).

In 1996, Sonn (1996) developed an “open responseatanterview schedule” to
asses the four elements of the sense of commuaityefivork, then conducted semi-
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structured interviews (lasting 25-50 minutes) wthparticipants (p 420). He then used
the elements of the psychological sense of commtmitrame themes emerging from

the interview data. He determined that “most ofd@l@ments contained in the model were
supported in this study, thus demonstrating thelixland applicability of the [PSOC]
model” (p. 428).

Despite its preponderant use in the field of comityyrsychology, we have been unable
to find references to this model in education wité exception of unpublished
dissertation work by Chao (1999). We now turn to wae of the theory underlying the
PSOC to examine communications among members ohlare distance education
program.

Methods

Context

The research proposed focuses on a particulargrmg master’'s degree in
educational technology offered by a large, Midwesteniversity. The Education
Technology Online Master’'s (ETOM) is a three-yeahort-based program designed to
give working professionals an opportunity to eanrVaS. in educational technology. The
overriding concerns center on (a) the ability tantan high standards of academic
quality at a distance, and (b) economic feasibdityhe program.

The ETOM seeks to build on the success and streicfuthe on-campus master’s
program, while taking into account the needs dftiole employees. The coursework is
essentially the same; project-based with a lotrofig work, some individual
development projects, a substantial amount of mgjtand a mastery-based assessment
process. These characteristics are consideredtieddgnthe faculty of the department,
and frame the problem of providing community andadle economic model.

The ETOM is also set up asahort each group of students will travel, substantially
in lock-step, through the three-year program togettWhile not all students will take all
the same courses, the required courses will be také the same group of people in an
effort to instill a sense of community and trust.

Participants

Our participants are distance students drawn fl@ronline master’s program
previously described. We were given permissioniéav\postings and chat transcripts by
15 of the 16 students.

All of our participants hold full-time jobs, thgiositions split roughly equally
between K-12, higher education, and the corporatédw Geographically, they are
spread across three time zones. They range irraige2b5 to 55. Nine of the seventeen
are women. As individuals who chose to pursue din@xegree in educational
technology, these students all had above-averapeital skills.
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Data sources and collection

All data collected were the products of a one-séenesline course offered during
the Fall 2000 semester. Data were collected priynfiam two sources. First is a series
of online chats that took place throughout the stemeThese were held most
Wednesday nights at 8:00, and generally lasteddssivi.5 and 2 hours. These weekly
chats were the only “real-time” interaction thedgtnts had with the instructor unless the
students chose to call the instructor on the phohe.primary design goal of these chats,
then, was to give the students access to the pafés discuss issues surrounding the
content, assignments, and due dates.

Attendance at the chats (after an initial time-zome-up) was excellent at the
beginning of the semester and grew spottier aswerd on. Roughly two-thirds of the
way through the semester the instructor discontintbese whole-group chats because so
few people were showing up. They were reinstatédeatequest of a vocal minority, and
attendance for the rest of the semester hovereohdro-8, or half the students. In total,
there were 11 chat sessions comprising over 100érg& entries.

The second source of data was asynchronous postinigs whole-group spaces of
the course’s web-based conferencing system. These kept open throughout the
semester, but the vast majority of the almost 288ipgs in the asynchronous conference
took place in two distinct threads dealing with -@figroject “lessons learned”.

All these data were collected from the electrogsteams and reformatted for easier
reading and for import into nVivo™.

Data analysis

We began our examination of the data by takingstapts of both the asynchronous
conference and the real-time chats and, togetbergdhrough them in order to generate
low-level codes to denote types of utterandé®se we generated by examining each
entry in context and looking for phrases or setghwhses that, together, offered a
communication beyond simple task-oriented intecgctOur unit of analysis, then, was
not specifically limited to a whole phrase or egemtence; units ranged in size from a
short phrase to several sentences.

We coded together until our list of codes stabiliat about 29 of these low-level
categories). We then imported the data into nVivai¥ coded the remainder of the data,
occasionally merging codes or adding to the listalfy, we re-checked already-coded
data to make sure our definitions of how to codi=d#nt comments hadn’t drifted during
this process.

Since our concern is with the students’ sense wingonity, we ignored all
comments made by the instructor (although respatisestedat the instructor were, of
course, included). We also ignored those commeéatsitvolved purely giving and
receiving course-related information (e.g., askimginstructor to define a term),
answering a simple, information-oriented questsurch as “What were we supposed to
read this week?”), and in general those exchargasimere so task-oriented as to give no
insight into the community feelings codified in tRBNE framework. Our reading of
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McMillan and Chavis leads us to believe that sugtely functional transactions are of
little or no value when looking for evidence of RSO

In the end, our original 29 codes had been moddisdi reduced to a list of 22
different types of comments that seemed to reiatepme way, to issues represented in
the sense of community model driving our analy&msned with this list of codes, we
returned once more to the PSOC theory. Guided byiiNem and Chavis (1986), and
with ideas further refined from McMillan (1996) afithao (1999), we determined to
which of the four major components of PSOC (mentiiprsnfluence, fulfillment of
needs, or shared emotional connection). The falllte of this categorization can be seen
in appendix A.

Findings and interpretation

Of the original 200 posts in the asynchronous aamiee and almost 1000 comments
made in the chats (together equating to roughlyizied pages), we coded 187
utterances with at least one of our 22 relevarggmies. These broke down into the four
MINE categories as follows.

Membership
Table 1
Themes Indicating Membership Number

Indication this is a safe space 2
Offer of help /information without request 3
Shared symbol system 1
Basic verbal support 34
Humor of a personal nature 37
Reference by name 18
Member check 4
General question implying a request for support 2
Total 101

Membership subsumes ideas of boundaries, lingoptret representations of a
common symbol system, and a sense of belongirttetgroup and the emotional safety
that comes from that group identification. Thessaglmanifested themselves in four
broad categories.

Boundaries. In the case of this cohort, boundaries wereieidify created and
maintained by the enrolment structures. Only peeplelled in the program (and the
professors and staff) had any contact with the gamia whole, so there was really no
need to either delineate or enforce boundaries mde significant comment we found
with respect to non-student involvement whawas surprised that [the graduate
assistants] didn’'t have more to do with the claasd this could be interpreted as simply
an expression of surprise at the roles of varitai$ siore than a comment on members
and non-members of the community.

Common symbol system: Working in an online format makes certain demaorls
students with respect to communication, but it pisavides opportunities for the group
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to adopt certain shared symbols. The use of emwditeEmilies, especially) was very
common, and a few students had their own symbalstiiey attempted to share with the
group (this will be discussed more in the sectionndluence). While these “new”
symbols were not necessarily adopted by everyamesbared symbol that did become a
group commonplace was the use of the verb “setiielein quotation marks or more
often between asterisks (*see*) to refer to onérehangesRut it is nice to *see*
everyone again There were four instances of this new and shase of “*see*”.

Emotional safety: A few themes emerged that showed the studertta tadrtain
degree of emotional and intellectual safety ingheup. One student implied that she felt
safe in the community and with respect to the utstr:1 can’t believe I'm admitting this
to the teacher, but | feel much better now that learned what | can ignor®ne reason
perhaps that people feel emotional safety in tipeup is that support is available.
Whether asking a question implying suppadg:gveryone survivingdr giving basic
verbal supportl{ll second that ;-)), the feeling is that someone is out there. @Wmd
34 instance of basic verbal support. The use ofdrus also an indication of emotional
safety, showing that the speaker is confident malbdity to connect with her peers on an
emotional level. There were 37 uses of humor endata set.

Sense of belonging and identification: The feeling that one belongs and is accepted
by the group can manifest itself in a few ways. @nehen individuals refer to each
other by nameGrace—I agreg.This aids in feelings of belonging in that it ates
intimacy: the group members know each other by nataeents referred to each other
by name 18 times.. This is akin to Riger’s (19&819dial bonding indicators which, for co-
present communities, include the ability to idgntieighbors and their childreAnother
is a group member checking with one another albongs they've said orlg that a fair
summary of your position? Yet another good indicator of sense of belogg#offering
unsolicited help; this shows a willingness to invaghe community without an obvious
request or immediate benefits to the speaker; anipant, for example, offered tax
advice applicable to working professionals takitagses.

Influence
Table 2
Themes Indicating Influence Number
Voice minority opinion 9
Attempt to build/enforce symbol system 1
Ask for/give neutral/popular opinions 17
Ask for clarification 2
Total 29

As was mentioned in the section describing theaattaristics of influence according to
McMillan and Chavis, influence is bi-directionalltough individuals must have
potential of influence over group, the group’s cEifileness is contingent on its ability to
influence members.

The issue of the leader’s influence is in our exignagittle different from a standard
case. In this course, the instructor plays a rkie @ community leader, by virtue of



14

being the final arbiter on content and assignmex#tsyell as being perceived as the
keeper of knowledge and the one who assigns gradesany ways, she is the
community leader. However, there is certainly thesibility that leaders will emerge
from among the students, as they would in any garugven classroom situation. It will
be most interesting to determine exactly how much static leadership role the
instructor played when compared to the second demaass, when the instructor
changed. In this case, does the new instructonaattoally become the leader? Do the
students who emerged as group leaders throughetitshsemester retain their role?
Does the group continue on leaderless? Becau$e giotentially artificial role of
instructor as leader, the community may feel thairtleader is imposed upon them, or
may feel “leaderless” when the instructors change.

Although, the role of instructor is slightly diffemt from that of leader, an instructor
can definitely be considered an authority figuréhwvhom structures (and hence
influence over the class) can be negotiated. Tkrbctionality of such influence was
first illustrated at the face-to-face orientatidihe instructor had mandated a Friday night
due date for weekly assignments, but then notedstiereally wouldn’t look at them
until Monday. The students pointed out that mogheftime they had free to work on the
course was on the weekend, and so negotiated l@tmstructor a Sunday night due
date. This set the stage for later debates abautidies and assignments, immediately
showing students that they had some power overdhese and hence should be less
hesitant to invest in the group. While the exiseeand use of a shared symbol system is
an indication of membership (via explicated bouretgr an attempt to create or enforce
such a system is a matter of influence. Some stadesxed standard or non-standard
online indicators that either were or weren’'t a@opby the larger group. In one case, the
student explicated her use of actions betweenisisteio describe asides. This is way of
expressing oneself that is standard and commoraityrohat rooms, but it was new to
the students with more limited online communicagxperience and was never adopted
by the rest of the group. This same student, ear)yattempted to “teach” the others a
standard symbol use by typi@kay. Everyone has to smile now!and giving an
example of a smilie; it too did not seem to havetiect on her peers.

One of the most powerful indicators of influencexpressing a minority opinion.
In this case, the speaker must take the risk ahggagainst the grain” and taking a stand
opposite that of the group, or at least, the opisiexpressed thus far. The level of risk
perceived by the speaker is inherent in his prefatke divergent opiniorif | could
respectfully disagree and restate | believe theilpetat least equal in a highly complex
subject areaWe found fewer than 10 examples of students egprgs® minority
opinion.

If expressing a minority or divergent opinion isteong indicator of sense of
community; a weaker — but still relevant — indicattiof influence is asking for or
giving neutral or popular opinionBoes everyone else agree with this vi@l@re were
approximately 17 examples of this.

A final indicator of influence that emerged fronettlata was when someone simply
asked for clarification. This shows a willingnesse influenced by another individual,
expressing both interest in another viewpoint amdllangness to expend extra effort to
understand it'm intrigued by this question. Explain what yae ghinking a little more.
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Needs
Table 3
Themes Indicating Integration and FulfillmentNumber
of Needs
Ask for understanding or apologize 4
Request basic or immediate info 22
Exhibit experience/expertise 9
Express thanks 8
Be self-effacing/express doubts hoping for suppprt 6
Express frustration 1
Request elaboration 1
Total 51

According to McMillan and Chavis, an individual &seut a group and
maintains membership in that group because thgxggomehow fulfills his needs. Many
of the utterances in this category are basicatlycators of reinforcement and support,
either expressing a need, or offering to fulfilbimer member’s need. For example, when
someone asks for understanding or apologi@esry, | lost my connectioshe is looking
for validation and apologizing for not keeping upthe conversation. Being self-effacing
or expressing doubt can “warn” the group in advamueto expect too much of the
individual, and thus to provide that person wittrasupportHello, | did not receive an
e-mail so please tell me if | do something outr. |

On a more concrete level, some needs are not emabtionature but are
resource-based. As a member “in good standing’pafricular group, an individual has
access to the expertise and intellectual resowrdfcit® group. It requires a certain level of
emotional security within the group to ask for h@lpan’t get the Participants list to
show anyonk or to show unfamiliarity and ask for informatidrhate to admit my
ignorance, but what is IRCRequesting elaboration is a slightly less emotignaky
endeavor, and it can fulfill other’s needs of retitign and interest in their ideaBut
explain further your understanding of how minimadiwers the margin for error,
please.

The other side of the needs fulfillment coin is tiffer of help, either solicited or
unsolicited. Volunteering useful information to tip@up — especially in the absence of
a request for such information — fulfills a numioéroles, including exhibiting
experience or expertise that other members will &tiractive (in that they feel this
person and the group will be useful in fulfillingeir needs)Karl and | were looking at
AOL, and think it will speed things up a littles also an indication that the speaker feels
it is worth her time and effort to help out anotheember of the group. This could be an
indication that the speaker believes mutual sudsdssed to helping behaviors.

Finally, there is the need for external validatadrsuffering: the desire to complain
to someone who will understand. This powerful htité of community is used explicitly
in support groups and similar counseling situatidng is no less important to a group
that occasionally needs a safe space and sympmatfaes for ventingiWe were dying in
our group chat!
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Shared emotional connection

Table 4

Themes Indicating Shared Emotional Number
Event/Connection
References to orientation
Ask about shared history
Express happiness being part of group 2
Total 6

NN

With respect to shared emotional connection, waddhree distinct themes: asking
about shared history, expressing happiness at Ipairigpf the group, and making
references to the pre-program orientation, the dshiirst shared event, and their only
face-to-face event to datiethink that [orientation] was real important foetaining
people, keeping people on the program, so thatfislegome sort of commitment now to
this group.

There are two quasi-competing ideas about thegitieof bonds as they relate to
shared experiences: one is that positive expersetreate greater bonds and the other is
that groups who survive a crisis together feelnmngased bond. Perhaps the most
powerful situations, then, are those where groupsessfully overcome a crisis. In our
example, the students were thrown together fodayface-to-face orientation which
was intentionally structured to have a “boot carggl. Students immediately got down
to work, worked, ate, and lodged together, andfbadvery full days of togetherness
and things they had to accomplish. The orientditsrinto the shared valent event
hypothesis, which states that the more importanstiared event is to the people
involved, the greater the community cohesion. Thal indicator of a shared emotional
connection is a student expressing happiness iag Ipairt of the group; there were two
utterances on this theme.

Discussion

As can be seen from the four tables, not only Wwasetlittle evidence of PSOC in
general (only 187 coded utterances in over 1209afjext), but these did not represent
all four areas of community well. Our data showaagty of evidence of a shared
emotional connection (only six examples), and rdyighalf our coded passages spoke to
issues of membership.

Perhaps more importantly, the majority of theseratices are in forms that could be
easily construed as not indicating community somag polite conversation. Roughly
half of the coded data refers to three items: huygiging basic verbal support, and
simple questions asking for simple information. WWhhese items certainly represent
their respective characteristics of community, teegm to be in a form that could be
incorporated into the pattern of conversation, gaiing their power as indicators.

Given these two findings — lack of coverage andptemonderance of coded
items that may be indicative of nothing more thaguette — we are hesitant to speak
about any substantial sense of community in thesigr The discussions we studied had
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an overriding task-focus, lacking many of the cweswvould expect to see in a group
with a high PSOC.

Why did we find so little evidence of community? Wthere are various
limitations to the study (discussed below) thatld@ccount for us failing to find an
existing community, the first and most obvious exgition is that substantial evidence of
community simply isn’t there to be found.

One issue may be the timeline — one semester. \Bbitee articles speak about
developing community within the span of a singlarse (Eastmond, 1995; Hill &
Raven, 2000), it simply may not be long enoughgisims type of analysis. The “contact
hypothesis” states that people who interact motk @ach other will have a stronger
emotional connection. At the time this study wasdieted, the students had being
interacting online with each other for about fousnths; this is perhaps too little time for
the ideas behind the contact hypothesis to trulgifest themselves.

As indicated, we also saw a noticeable focus puwelthe tasks under discussion.
This is partially an outcome of the communicatiareswere looking at. Given a limited
time in which students could discuss course assgisrand feedback with the
instructor, it is not surprising that little ofwtould be spent providing the social cues and
debates that we believe indicate PSOC.

Finally, there is some evidence to suggest thattreaitional students do not
believe they need (and hence are less likely th gaf) feelings of community in their
courses (Sorensen, 1995).

Limitations

Our study uses “found data” — data collected dfterend of the course and
analyzed long after its creation. While we have plate transcripts of the chat sessions
and the contents of the asynchronous discussioayevanalyzing that data without the
insight into changing tensions and attitudes tingioing analysis during the course itself
may have granted. A future study will take placeaorently with the course itself,
allowing us to explore issues as they arise.

The present study is also limited by the smallesti€ data used. While we had full
access to the chats and asynchronous confereneeldwo interviews and were thus
unable to follow up on interesting points. Datdexted by our colleagues speak to the
importance of the orientation, which our curreniadset only begins to suggest.

Post-course communication with some students itebdiat the interactions we
would have found most interesting took place betwiadividuals via personal email.
Not only are we unlikely to be given access to geas email, but there is a strong
sentiment that we shouldn’t even ask for it. Stuslereed at least one avenue of
communication that they feel is secure.

Future work

Our data analysis is hampered by our lack of aicdbr determining what makes a
particular utterance a “strong” one. While we daely heavily on counting utterances to
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gain insight into the class, we do feel we needg to indicate that saying someone’s
name is not as powerful an expression of senserofranity as expressing a minority
opinion. We hope to develop such a set of critanid apply it to data from these same
students in the upcoming semesters of their dgmegam.

Such an analysis will be especially interestingalose of the contrasts between the
course structures. The data presented here areafiamurse that relied exclusively on
team-based projects. Extensive communication wiimimates was necessary and
interaction with the instructor was mandated.

This contrasts with the upcoming semesters. Thensecourse taken by the cohort
involves no group work, no mandated student-instruateraction, and content which is
highly production-oriented. Courses offered dutimg summer will allow non-cohort
students to enroll, breaking the established bauesland giving us an opportunity to see
how cohort students react to new students.

Studying these new courses in an environment ichwye can conduct our own
interviews and surveys will help us to accomplisb goals. First, we will be able to
refine and validate the PSOC model for use in tptale research of an online cohort.,
perhaps using the SCI itself to validate our aredySecond, we will move closer to our
eventual goal of being able to correlate specifigrse structures and salient events to
changes in the PSOC. This information can be us@ddrm the second round of design
for the online program and, hopefully, have an iotfman attrition and student
satisfaction.

Conclusions

Despite our initial reservations, we have foundphgchological sense of
community, as defined in McMillan and Chavis’ (1986odel, to be a meaningful, well-
established and powerful tool with which we camrausly investigate community. The
model offers us a lens through which we can expghore a group of students perceives
itself. Application of the sense of community taadjitative methods is in its infancy, but
this model lends itself well to this type of invgsttion. Future work will help determine
if the model is able to offer insight into real-wobapplications of course design and
structures that may, in turn, affect attrition saéed student satisfaction.
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Appendix A: List of codes with frequencies and
examples

M&C Code Freq. Example(s)

Category

Membership Explicitly express that this is a2 | can’t believe I'm admitting this to the
safe space teacher, but | feel much better now

that I've learned what | can ignore.

Offer to help or give 3 Did you all know that for many of us,
information without direct this degree, books and travel expenses
request (and computer supplies, | think) are

tax deductible?
Display shared symbol system 1 Butitis nice to * see * everyone

again.

Give basic verbal support 34 I'll second that ;-)

Humor of a personal nature 37 Because it's more fun than a root
canal ;-)

Reference one another by name 18 Grace—I agree.

Member check 4 Is that a fair summary of your
position?

General question implyinga 2 Sara: Is everyone surviving?

request for support

Influence Give minority opinion 9 If I could respectfully disagree and
restate | believe them to be at least
equal in a highly complex subject
area.

Attempt to build/enforce 1 Okay. Everyone has to smile now! :)

symbol system

Ask for/give neutral/popular 17 Does everyone else agree with this

opinions view?

Ask for clarification 2 I’'m intrigued by this question.
Explain what you are thinking a little
more.

Needs Ask for understanding or 4 Sorry, | lost my connection.
apologize

Request basic or immediate in 22 | hate to admit my ignorance, but what
is IRC?

Exhibit experience/expertise 9 Karl and | were looking at AOL, and
think it will speed things up a little.

Express thanks 8 Yes, it was helpful. Thank you! And

thank you for getting us all connected
again :-)
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Be self-effacing or express
doubts hoping for support

Hello, I did not receive an e-mail so
please tell me if | do something out of
line.

Express frustration

We were dying in our group chat!

Request elaboration

But explain further your
understanding of how minimalism
lowers the margin for error, please.

Shared
emotional
event /
connection

References to orientation

How was the picnic on the last evening
of our orientation?

Ask about shared history

How was the picnic on the last evening
of our orientation?

Express happiness at group

But it is nice to * see * everyone
again.
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