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Abstract: Students are often time poor and find it difficult to manage their time in relation
to study and other external factors including work. Online study is no exception to this and
in many cases where the student is studying in an online only environment, they are also
working in full time employment. Higher Education institutions are now offering an
abundance of courses online to attract more under-graduate and post-graduate students. It is
in this sense that there is an ever-increasing need to understand the student of today and find
ways to connect with them and support them in their studies. This paper will report on a
small-scale case study of an undergraduate online-only group of first year education
students and their associated online experiences in developing a sense of community whilst
interacting with a learning management system and its associated tools. Further the paper
will explore the mis-conceptions that are widely held by course designers and lecturers
involved with online courses.
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Introduction

Over the last decade the Internet has evolved from being a tool used by a few dedicated
educators to a tool used by the majority of educators, even if it is for the simple searching of
information and resources. Where it was once used in an ad-hoc manner, it has now become
mainstream and compulsory in a large number of Higher Education Institutions (HEIS). Its
flexibility and access have been a driving force for its success in Higher Education [1; 11],
especially through the use of learning management systems (LMS). However, there is often
a number of myths associated with the use of the Internet in learning and teaching activities
[2; 12]. These myths include the potential cost savings of running classes in an online only
mode, decreased preparation for online classes as compared to traditional classes, provision
of even more information and resources to further enhance the learning experience and a
decrease in absenteeism and dropouts due to online learning [12]. Itis also in this context
that another myth surfaces around the information and communication technology (ICT)
literacy skills of new students entering an online course for the first time.

The ICT literacy skills are essential to any student participating in an online only course,
however, it is often assumed that a large majority of new students would have these skills
because they are of Generation Y (born after 1980). Labels such as this are often applied to
today’s student that also often identifies them as being a digital native [3] or of Generation
C, which is often referred to as a generation of content creators [5]. This has had a flow on
affect that implies that many new students should be competent in using digital
technologies, as they have grown up with the technologies. However, this is not always the
case [3], yet a number of academic institutions have mandatory requirements for online
participation in all units and courses of work for access to resources and content (including
enrolment procedures).
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In an attempt to understand and respond better to today’s online learner, this paper will
describe a small scale study (N=40) of first year under-graduate students who are studying
completely online with no face-to-face or blended learning opportunities. The study is a
work-in-progress which will also attempt to provide recommendations for future online
course design.

1. The Community Approach

With the adoption of learning management systems in HEIs there is a commonly held
observation that these systems will bring together all the necessary online tools (e.g. forums,
wiki’s, blogs) that are needed for a successful online course. There has also been an
emphasis on the web 2.0 notion of online tools which makes these resources much more
accessible to the student [14] and more akin to the tools that they are believed to be using in
their personal lives. It is through these systems and tools that educators attempt to facilitate
a sense of community through the various interactions that will occur. In essence, the
formation of communities of practice (COP), has been a central theme in using Internet
based tools [14; 4]).

Brown [4] claimed that the “most promising use of the Internet is where the buoyant
partnership of people and technology creates powerful new online learning communities”
(p. 19) and Nonaka [13] argued that “communities of interaction contribute to the
amplification and development of new knowledge” (p. 15). Notions such as these, and
those raised incidentally in the previous section, of online learning communities allow
educators to rethink their approaches to teaching and learning to create environments which
are both collaborative and social. Online communities — including collaboratories [17] —are
said to be creative, challenging and thought provoking in nature [8].

Participation in active communities allows students with a shared sense of identity [6] the
opportunity to solicit and share knowledge while developing common ground or
inter-subjectivity with their peers and teachers [9; 15]. Further to this, communities allow
individuals, through moving from “interpersonal to intrapersonal” to consolidate personal
understanding and meaning [7], (p. 36). In this, they are not dissimilar to Woodruff’s [16]
definition of such communities as an “amalgamation of ideas” (paragraph 3).

2. Todays’ Student

This study of first year education students (N=40) occurred in first semester 2011 (still in
progress) and identified that 22.5% of the students could be labeled as Generation Y
students, with the remainder being Generation Z (born 1979 or before). To make the
assumption that a majority of the students in this course could be labeled digital natives
would be a mistake. Only 22.5% of the students could be seen as digital natives — having
grown up with the technologies.

Of these 22.5% of students that could be labeled digital natives only 1 student did not have a
problem during the university enrolment procedure even though only one of the Generation
Y students felt nervous about using a computer. From the total number of participants, 65%
(n=26) of students indicated some problem or frustration during the enrolment process.
When students were surveyed about their enrolment experience, a student commented, “No
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- found it very frustrating and had to call student services 3 times - isn’t explained well in
the step by step instruction”.

With a number of universities taking their enrolment to an online only process, results here
indicate that there are a number of issues for students including those deemed to be in the
category of digital natives. There is a real need to ensure that all students have a seamless
process in online enrolment, especially of they have never been subject to using the Internet
to complete forms.

While there can be seen to be issues from an enrolment perspective, it is interesting to note
that 77.5% of students used web 2.0 application such as Facebook®, while 75% of students
chatted with others through instant messaging tools such as MSN Messenger®© or Yahoo©.
This does indicate that students were able to use social media tools that were important to
them and allowed them to connect on a social nature. In education there tends to be very few
digital tools designed specifically for Higher Education [10] and there seems to be a real
disconnection between playing (or interacting outside of formal education) and learning
[12].

While the notion of a community of learners is identifies as strength in online education,
establishing this sense of community can be very difficult where students do not actively
participate unless it is compulsory for marks. Students in the study were given opportunities
to participate using Discussion Forums and Wiki’s, however 100% of students did not use
the discussion Forums within the LMS, with many citing difficulties in using the
Blackboard environment. The Wiki exercise for students was a little more successful with
17.5% of students making a single contribution only (excluding moderator posts and
messages), while there were a total of 101 views of the wiki indicating multiple views by
some participants. The success rate of these web 2.0 based tools within Blackboard was
limited with many students indicating that they could not see them as useful. When asked
about the usefulness of the Discussion Forum’s and Wiki a student responded claiming,
“these forums could be useful but I need to choose what things will most help my assignment
as I don’t have much time after work”.

As is evidenced in this study, building a sense of community through commonly used tools
is difficult, especially when students are time poor. 95% of all the students participating in
this online course worked in full time job in an educational centre as ac carer or
administrator. Students were primarily focused on completing the assessment and passing
the unit as opposed to establishing this sense of community. However, there was one tool
which seemed to be very successful with this group, with an average of 67.5% of students
participating and on some occasions there was 100% full participation. This tool was a real
time synchronous application called Eluminate© which allowed students to use real time
text and audio based chat as well as share information through a virtual whiteboard. When
students were asked if they found the Eluminate© sessions useful 85% of the participants
responded positively to these sessions. When students were asked to give reasons why they
found the Eluminate© sessions useful, one student responded claiming that they “can get
instant feedback, listen to other views, can be used to play back for missed information .

An initial analysis of the recorded Eluminate© sessions has revealed that students wee
initially most concerned about how they should complete their assessment tasks and often
asked for clarification. Once the clarification had been resolved, students would then
participate in the planned non-compulsory online discussion (moderator initiated). This
discussion was focused on trying to develop argument and often involved starter statements
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that would evoke a critical response. For example, “Students in the early years should use
drill and practice type software to reinforce concepts developed in class” or “Students in
early childcare centres do not need to be taught about ethics and Morals as it will only
apply to them when they want to download music when they are older” (Moderator, 2011).

Students commented on how much they enjoyed these sessions with one student claiming
that these Eluminate sessions are the best, I really wish all our other units used these — I will
really miss them”. It was the real time synchronous communication with active
participation with the lecturer that made these sessions such a great success for so many
students. This was something that could not be achieved through the other web 2.0 tools
that were available within the Blackboard®© environment.

3. Future Online Course Design

While the study attempted to understand current behaviours of how students work online
and to identify ways to connect with online only external students, it is still a work in
progress with these initial observations able to assist future online course design. The
development of a community of practice is seen as a strong proponent in any online course,
yet the reality of that sense of community could only partially be realised through the
synchronous online Eluminate© sessions held each week at 1930hrs on a Monday night. In
this case study, students were time poor and exhausted with many of them in full time
employment. This was another complexity that had to be considered in the design of the
course and how best to connect with the students.

Future planning should consider the background of the students coming in to the course and
avoid stereotypical labels that are often applied. Even if students have grown up with the
technology, it does not automatically mean that he students will be confident with using the
tools within an LMS, even if they are regular users of other online tools such as Facebook©
that they use in their own leisure time. There is often a large disconnect between these
social tools and learning. In this study, there were students who could be classified as
Generation Z that were more confident and familiar with using online tools as opposed to
those classified as Generation Y or digital natives.

In designing an online course an LMS should be a starting point and should not be
considered the total solution, but rather part of the overall solution. Multiple online tools
coupled with an LMS would allow for the online designer to better match the technologies
to the experiences of the user, hence providing a much richer experience. Supporting this
would be the need for more specifically designed educational online learning tools.
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