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ABSTRACT

MICROBLOGGING AS A FACILITATOR
OF ONLINE COMMUNITY IN GRADUATE EDUCATION

Vincent Anthony Rhodes
Old Dominion University, 2014
Director: Dr. Joyce M. Neff

Part-time and distance-learning students can experience a sense of isolation from
their peers and the university. Concern about this isolation and resulting student attrition
has increased in the midst of explosive growth in online course enrollments. One possible
solution: building a stronger sense of community within the online graduate classroom
using microblogging technology such as Twitter. Unfortunately, scholars across
disciplines define community in different ways with some rejecting the concept
altogether in favor of other theoretical constructs. And, few scholars have examined the
notion of online classroom community from an English Studies perspective exploring the
rhetorical exigencies that underpin this concept. Scholars often write about online
community in aspirational terms and fail to demonstrate its existence empirically (Kling
and Courtright, 2003).

Through the application of two existing pedagogical theories (Rovai’s (2002)
concept of classroom community and the well-established Community of Inquiry
framework) this dissertation empirically documents the existence of online classroom
community in two cases studies of graduate distance-learning summer sessions. This
mixed-methods research study then demonstrates that microblogging technology is
capable of both supporting and facilitating the growth of that sense of online classroom

community. Because it stands at the convergence of a student’s academic and personal



interests, social media software such as Twitter — whether used as a front- or
backchannel to the course — is uniquely positioned to serve both as a virtual third place
and as a venue for exercising Brooke’s (1999) writing underlife activities and extending
Mueller’s (2009) notions of where and how these activities can be played out in a digital
context. Finally, this dissertation also offers a five-part alternative definition of online
classroom community that strongly links the digital space itself with the
affective/emotional concerns addressed in some other theoretical constructions of

community.
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CHAPTER 1
INTRODUCTION: STUMBLING UPON ONLINE COMMUNITY

AND A DISSERTATION TOPIC

Pursuing my doctorate as a part-time student who works full-time as a public
relations and marketing professional has been challenging. Aside from the obvious time-
based difficulties (scheduling; allocating extended time for reading, research, writing and
completion of course assignments; etc.), I recognized a less tangible obstacle — making a
strong connection with my peers and instructors.

As a part-time member of the first cohort to enter Old Dominion University’s
English doctoral program, I have watched as my peers (who are largely full-time
students) moved more quickly through their coursework. Within a few semesters, [ met
some members of the second cohort and eventually some members of the third. While I
have developed a strong friendship with a few of my peers, I cannot say that I felt a
strong sense of “community” on the whole. Since official student activities frequently
were scheduled during my work hours, [ have not been able to participate often. And,
because 1 typically found myself on campus only one night a week (for roughly three
hours). I did not have broad exposure to many faculty members in the department. In fact,
I generally only encountered the professor(s) from whom I was receiving direct
instruction.

In this regard, my experience as a part-time, on-campus student is similar to that
of distance leamers engaged in my PhD program. That similarity led to my research

interest in online education and the challenges faced by students engaged in distance



learning. Considering that they are often far-removed from the main campus,
opportunities for online students to encounter faculty or fellow students is generally
limited to two-way video conferencing during class times and to “official” asynchronous
channels such as e-mail or Blackboard discussion boards. The potential for isolation
becomes even more concerning when considering the number of college students
engaging in online learning is growing dramatically. In this chapter I will provide an
overview of my dissertation study. Having introduced the problem of isolation
experienced by distance leamers, I will briefly introduce the concept of online
community and outline the challenges associated with identifying that community within
online courses. Next, [ will elaborate on the scope of this problem by highlighting the
explosive growth of online learning registrations over the last decade. I will then present
an overview of my research study rooting it in rhetoric and composition studies before

concluding this introduction by outlining the remaining chapters of my dissertation.

Defining Community

The definition of the term “community” is seldom agreed upon. It may range from
a definition of a Community of Practice (see Lave and Wenger, 1991) that constructs
such a group as a “collection of individuals sharing mutually defined practices, beliefs
and understandings over an extended timeframe in the pursuit of a shared enterprise”
(Barab et al, 2001, p.76) to a simplistic definition of an online community as an “online
space that provides for overt communication between a group of people (the embodiment
of community)” (Bradshaw, Powell & Terrell, 2005, p. 206). 1 will return to

consideration of the definitions of community in chapters 2, 5 and 6 of my dissertation.



Rovai distills various definitions into “ the most essential elements of community:
mutual interdependence among members, sense of belonging, connectedness, spirit, trust,
interactivity, common expectations, shared values and goals, and overlapping histories
among members” (2002, p.4). Rovai further refines this into a definition of online
classroom community (to be discussed in Chapter 2) that will be used as the basis for a
portion of my analysis and to stand in comparison to my own conceptions of online
classroom community. The key differences between our theoretical stances will likely
find their root in our differing disciplines — education as opposed to rhetoric and
composition.

Kling and Courtright (2003) observe, “many uses of the term community are, in
fact, aspirational rather than empirically grounded” (225). As a result, it is important to
note that we do not know how often community actually develops in classrooms and that
assumptions that community exists in many or even most classrooms may be incorrect
(Cook D.L., 1995). While it is possible to maintain community online, it should not be
taken for granted (Haythornthwaite et al, 2000).

Community cannot be mandated; instead being developed from the inside out
(Cook D.L., 1995). As a result of the physical separation between participants, the
reduced visual cues afforded by the distance-learning environment may contribute to an
increased feeling of isolation and disconnectedness in learners (Liu et al, 2007). Some
course designers attempt to compensate with various synchronous or asynchronous
communications technologies. Electronic tools, however, do not define community;
rather the partnerships and interactions between participants foster or hinder development

of community in an online environment (Lee, 2006).



It is important to remember that these technologies do shape the way we think and
approach a task and, in the case of social networking tools. foster interaction,
collaboration, and contribution (Gunawardena et al, 2009). Whether emergent or
designed, online community is incremental and fluid evolving through nurturing
conditions (Ke & Hoadley, 2009). Thus, because it shapes the online environment itself
and the nature of interaction, technology can facilitate online learning communities (Liu
et al, 2007).

My research will seek to avoid the pitfalls outlined above by answering three key
questions through case studies of two Summer Doctoral Institutes (specifically three
graduate-level distance-learning courses; two offered in Summer 2009 and one of those
same courses offered again in Summer 2011):

O Question 1: Do the evaluative frameworks utilized (Community of Inquiry and
Rovai’s classroom community) confirm an online community exists in the three
courses examined?

O Question 2: In what ways did microblogging' facilitate or hinder community
formation in this context?

0O Question 3: What revisions to our definition of online classroom community does
my research suggest?

The Explosion in Online Education

Although my research questions are focused on the specific case studies identified
above (and the small number of students involved in those particular courses), I foresee
these types of questions becoming increasingly important in considering distance learning

writ large — mainly because of the explosive growth of this method of instruction on

1 Microblogging is an extremely short form of digital textual communication. In the case of Twitter,
user messages are restricted to posts of 140 characters or less in length.



college campuses across the country. As more institutions of higher education began
offering distance-learning programs, scholars began turning their attention to the
differences between that modality and face-to-face instruction as well as the viability of
computer-mediated communication (CMC) for instructional purposes. Increasingly, an
area of concern has arisen — addressing feelings of isolation and higher dropout rates
within distance learning programs. Dropout rates for distance education courses may be
10 to 20 percent higher than traditional courses with completion rates for distance courses
varying widely among institutions (Carr, 2000). As Rovai (2002) notes:

The physical separation of students in programs offered at a distance may

also contribute to higher dropout rates. Such separation has a tendency to

reduce the sense of community, giving rise to feelings of disconnection

(Kerka, 1996), isolation, distraction and lack of personal attention (Besser

& Donahue, 1996; Twigg, 1997), which could affect student persistence in

distance education courses or programs. (p. 3).

Haythornthwaite et al (2000) argue that the key to overcoming the
“correspondence model” of online programs is moving the student from a position of
isolation to a position as a member of an online learning community. This imperative
demonstrates the need to consider the rhetorical context of the distance learning

classroom and how we might apply our understanding of rhetoric to the online

environment and interactions found within those classes.

In 2012, more than one in every three students — a total of more than 7.1 million
students or 33.5 percent of all students enrolled at degree-granting postsecondary
institutions — took at least one course online (Allen and Seaman, 2014, p. 15-16). In fact,

the growth rate for online enrollments since 2002 represents a compound annual growth



rate of 16.1 percent (p.15) and has far exceeded that of the total higher education
population every year from 2002 through 2012 (p.15). There is some evidence that online
enrollment may be beginning to plateau, but there is no evidence yet that the plateau has

arrived (p.16; See Table 1).

Table 1: Total and Online Enrollment in Degree-Granting Postsecondary Institutions from 2002
through 2011 (Allen and Seaman, 2014, p. 15)

O O
0 R O 0 0 R P g

ota 0 ota O Frevio of O e of Tota
ea 0 e 0 e 0 e ea 0 0 e

Fall 2002 16,611710 NA 1,602,970 NA NA 9.6%
Fall 2003 16,911,481 1.8% 1,971,397 368,427 23.0% 1.7%
Fall 2004 17,272,043 2.1% 2,329,783 358,386 18.2% 13.5%
Fall 2005 17,487,481 1.2% 3,180,050 850,267 36.5% 18.2%
Fall 2006 17,758,872 1.6% 3,488,381 308,331 9.7% 19.6%
Fall 2007 18,248,133 2.8% 3,938,111 449,730 12.9% 21.6%
Fali 2008 19,102,811 4.7% 4,606,353 668,242 16.9% 24.1%
Fall 2009 20,427,711 6.9% 5,579,022 972,669 21.1% 27.3%
Fall 2010 21,016,126 2.9% 6,142,280 563,258 10.1% 28.2%
Fall 2011 20,994,113 -0.1% 6,714,792 572,512 9.7% 32.0%
Fall 2012 21,253,086 1.2% 7,126,549 411,757 6.1% 33.5%

These figures do not include students engaged in web-facilitated or hybrid classes
(see Table 2 for definitions of these instructional types) meaning even more learners than
the number cited in the Table 1 exist for some period of time in a virtual classroom

setting.




Table 2: Taxonomy of Course Modalities (4/len and Seaman, 2013, p. 17)

Proportion of Content
Delivered Online

Type of Course Typical Description

Course where no online technology used — content is

0 "
0% Traditional delivered in writing or oratly.
Course that uses web-based technology to facilitate what is
110 29% Web Facilitated essentially a face-to-face course. May use a course

management system (CMS) or web pages to post the syllabus
and assignments.

Course that blends online and face-to-face delivery.
. Substantial proportion of the content is delivered online,
[/
301079% Blended/Hybrid typically uses online discussions, and typically has a reduced
number of face-to-face meetings.

A course where most or all of the content is delivered online.

0 .
80+% Online Typically have no face-to-face meetings.

As colleges and universities expand their online learning options and offerings’,
fostering online community becomes increasingly important to prevent distance-student
attrition and promote more effective learning outcomes. High drop out rates within online
learning programs have become a significant concern for higher education institutions
(Hyllegard et al., 2008; Park & Choi, 2009). In fact, completion rates for distance courses
vary among institutions from 80 percent to less than 50 percent (Carr, 2000) with at least
one community college reporting attrition rates for online courses twice as high as its
traditional format classes (Hyllegard et al., 2008).

Allen and Seaman began reporting on online course enrollments and various
issues surrounding this modality beginning in 2002. In their most recent annual report

(2014) the researchers address the issue of retention. They note a growing concern among

* For the remainder of my dissertation I will not distinguish between types of computer-mediated
modalities and, thus, may include the online and hybrid formats specified by Allen & Seaman (2013) as
well as synchronous distance-leaming options such as the ones offered by Old Dominion University and
other models.



Chief Academic Officers with 41 percent agreeing that retaining students in online
courses was harder than retaining those in face-to-face courses (p. 18). A direct
comparison between online and traditional students is difficult because a variety of
factors can impact persistence in a course. Allen and Seaman report a greater level of
concern among public institutions which may reflect “the different nature of their student
mix, drawing a larger proportion of older, working students that might be more likely to
suffer the ‘life happens’ events that would force them to withdraw™ (p. 18).

It is important to note that high dropout rates are not necessarily a sign of failure,
but may be a function of a distance-education student’s needs or circumstances (Diaz,
2002; Hyllegard et al., 2008; Park & Choi, 2009). In fact, the decision to drop out may
reflect “a mature, well-informed decision that is preferable to struggling through an
online course and earning a low grade” (Hyllegard et al., 2008, p. 430). In many cases
however, the level of attrition may be a function of the online learning modality itself.
Some argue that students engaged in online learning programs experience diminished
opportunities for academic and social integration into the educational institution or
learning environment making them less likely to persist in the course (Bejerano, 2008, p.
411).

While an important element, the online learning modality may not be the only
factor causing students to pull away from the educational institution. Despite the variety
of factors that may come into play when considering attrition, it is critical to consider
how the online learning environment can be maximized to support online community
formation — a factor that, in turn, could help retain students (see Rovai, 2002; Rovai &

Wighting, 2005; and Xiaojing et al., 2007). Thus, this dissertation will examine how



social media software such as Twitter might help or hinder online classroom community

formation.

Finding (and Feeling) Online Classroom Community

Rovai and Wighting note that feelings of alienation are inversely related to
feelings of classroom community (2005, p. 107) while Rovai (2002) concludes,
“Therefore, one strategy to help increase retention is to provide students with increased
affective support by promoting a strong sense of community. Such a strategy has the
potential to reverse feelings of isolation and, by making connections with other learners,
to provide students with a larger base of academic support™ (p. 12). Given a strong sense
of community can combat feelings of isolation and given the explosive growth of online
course enrollments, it becomes even more important to empirically document the
existence of a sense of community and explore whether a social media microblogging
tool can facilitate development of that community.

I answer my three research questions in the context of two case studies — two
different Summer Doctoral Institutes (SDIs) at Old Dominion University. The SDI was
designed to help distance-learning and part-time students meet the requirement to be full-
time, on-campus students for at least two semesters during the course of their PhD
program. My case studies examine two courses (in which I was a participant) conducted
in Summer 2009 and one of those same courses offered again in Summer 2011. Part of
the class requirements included using Twitter to comment on course readings and
respond to other students’ posts. This allowed me to collect two digital archives — the

body of tweets utilizing the course hashtags from each SDI. I was then able to examine
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these archives for evidence of social presence indicators and apply two existing
theoretical frameworks to answer my research questions. I will expand upon my methods
in Chapter 3.

Anecdotally, I experienced a strong sense of classroom community. Even though
the required tweeting was minimal, I found myself corresponding regularly with my
peers between class sessions and more frequently than I ever had in a learning
management system such as Blackboard. These microblogged exchanges covered
classroom readings and off-topic conversations. But [ was not completely aware of their
power until the end of my course. The deadline for the final course paper was
approaching and [ was writing until the very end. It had become common for me to have
my Twitter client (software that allowed me to send and receive tweets; the software
would sound alerts as messages arrived) open on my computer desktop as I read or
completed coursework. This time was no exception. As I wrote, a “ding” would alert me
that a classmate had tweeted. Some of these posts asked questions about our final
assignment. Others shared triumphs or setbacks in completing the paper. With each
tweet, a classmate would respond — offering clarification, words of encouragement or
commiseration. Something was different in this moment. An activity I normally
completed in isolation was now shared. What’s more: I genuinely cared about my
classmates’ progress. I congratulated them as they tweeted a victorious post noting they
had submitted their assignment. [ appreciated their words of encouragement as [
continued to write.

It was only later (after the fall semester started and I missed my former

colleagues’ presence) that | realized | had experienced a stronger connection with these
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people — something that I began to consider might be “community.” What started as a
personal experience became a topic for exploration in an assignment for a different
course. The kernel of an idea that emerged in that writing grew into the topic of this
research study.

My need to empirically document the existence of online classroom community
and determine whether the microblogging tool Twitter helped or hindered the

development of that sense of community became the heart of my dissertation.

Digital Technology, Rhetoric and Online Community

It is important to note that the purpose of this research study is not to evaluate the
educational outcomes of the courses within the case studies. The goal is not to determine
whether students learned more or learned more effectively. Rather the goal is to
determine empirically whether community formed online and how microblogging helped
or hindered that formation if it occurred. The focus of this dissertation is centered firmly
in rhetoric and composition. Elements of my discussion will link to the pisteis — the
concept of establishing individual and community identity (ethos); feeling a connection
to an online community (pathos); and the ability to form that community online via
digitally-mediated words (logos). My analysis will examine the affordances of Twitter in
the context of an online classroom.

While questions of educational effectiveness in distance learning are important
ones, they lie beyond my field of study and expertise — as well as beyond the scope of
this dissertation. Instead, this study will examine the rhetorical situation and changes that

may occur as a result of employing a social media tool such as Twitter. Because of the
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physical separation, the reduced visual cues afforded by the distance-learning
environment may contribute to an increased feeling of isolation and disconnectedness in
learners (Liu et al., 2007). Some course designers attempt to compensate with various
synchronous or asynchronous computer-mediated communication (CMC) technologies.
Use of digital tools, however, does not ensure the development of a viable community.
Rather. the partnerships and interactions between participants foster or hinder
development of community in an online environment (Lee, 2006).

CMC technologies do, however, play a role in relationship building (Bikowski,
2007). Online technologies shape the way we think and approach a task and, in the case
of social networking tools, foster interaction, collaboration, and contribution
(Gunawardena et al., 2009). Because they mold the online environment itself and the
nature of interaction, digital technologies can facilitate online learning communities (Liu
et al., 2007). Twitter’s affordances — for example, the 140-character message limit or the
lack of threading messages — impact the kinds of digital utterances that can be formed
and the nature of any response. Thus, the question becomes whether Twitter (as a specific
social network tool) can serve a similar online community-building function. I believe
that it can. But, first it is important to consider how “online community” is defined in the
academic literature — a task | will undertake in Chapter 2. I will then present my method
for conducting my data collection in Chapter 3, report my findings in Chapter 4 and
explain my analysis in Chapter 5. My conclusion, Chapter 6, will convey the limitations

and significance of my work as well as areas for future research.
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CHAPTER 2
CONSIDERING THE CONCEPTS OF ONLINE COMMUNITY

AND WRITING UNDERLIFE

In the previous chapter, I introduced the challenging feelings of isolation
experienced by part-time and distance-learning students as well as the explosive growth
of online course offerings. One remedy for this isolation is engendering a strong sense of
online community. Unfortunately, we rarely have empirical evidence that such
community even exists in digital learning environments. To that end, I outline in my
introduction my research study aimed at answering three key questions:

O Question 1: Do the evaluative frameworks (Community of Inquiry and Rovai’s
classroom community) confirm an online community exists in the three courses
examined?

O Question 2: In what ways did microblogging facilitate or hinder community
formation in this context?

O Question 3: What revisions to our definitions of online classroom community
does my research suggest?

In this chapter, it is necessary to explore some foundational concepts. I will review a
variety of definitions of community (as well as some concepts proposed as alternatives to
community). Since it is impossible to consider engaging in an online community without
considering a person’s social presence in the digital environment, I also will introduce the
concept of underlife in writing instruction, as this will be applied later in my dissertation
as I discuss the social media environment and how it might enable online classroom

community formation.
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Exploring Concepts of Community

One challenge in an interdisciplinary attempt to bring theoretical frameworks
from different fields together is that terms may be contested or used in entirely different
ways. Scholars from various fields see community quite differently. Some reject the
concept outright or downplay its importance in favor of other constructs (for example,
information ecologies and affinity spaces). Others examine community in different
contexts such as situated learning in the workplace (as in the case of communities of
practice) or the internet overall (virtual community). Still others examine online
community within the context of the classroom (for example, Rovai’s concept of online
classroom community and the Community of Inquiry scholars) — but they do so from a
strictly pedagogical standpoint and minimize or ignore the rhetorical exigencies. This
demonstrates a need to examine the concept of online classroom community from an
English Studies perspective and a need to explicate and calibrate the term for the
purposes of my dissertation. In this section 1 will examine several prevalent concepts of

— and alternatives to — community.

Virtual community.

Howard Rheingold coined the term “virtual community” in 1993; thus, [ will
begin my review with his work. Rheingold defined virtual communities as “social
aggregations that emerge from the Net when enough people carry on those public
discussions long enough with sufficient human feeling, to form webs of personal
relationships in cyberspace.” He concluded that any time computer-mediated

communication (CMC) technology becomes available to people, they inevitably build
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communities with it (2000, p. xx). Careful consideration of Rheingold’s definition reveals
one of the primary challenges in empirically proving the existence of online community
— that measures of the qualities he identifies are quite subjective. What is “sufficient
human feeling” and how long is “long enough?”’ This notion of a time requirement is an
important one if we are to distinguish a community from a group or chance encounter
with multiple people. However, the community need not exist in perpetuity. It may
survive only for the period of a specific event such as conference, sporting game, or
semester. Rather, the concomitant factor of emotional connection also must be in play to
help distinguish a group from a community. In fact it is this “presence of sufficient
human feeling” that I have personally experienced and documented in my case studies
that convinces me online community exists. [ will return to this point in detail in Chapter
5 when I present an alternative definition of online community.

Rheingold initially felt “cold” about community accessible only via computer but
later learned that people can feel passionately about e-mail and computer conferences —
and the others they meet through their computers. Indeed, he notes he became one of
them (p. xv). The community he studied, The WELL, felt authentic to him because it was
grounded in everyday life. Despite being a primarily online community, he attended
physical functions such as marriages, births and funerals (p. xvi). In fact, he noted that
people in virtual communities exchange pleasantries, argue, engage in discourse, share
emotional support, engage in commerce, fall in love, play games and participate in idle
talk — just about anything they do in real life. Except, they do it without their physical
bodies (p. xvii). Indeed, I will argue in Chapter 5 that a similar circumstance occurs in

my case studies. Because the professors capitalized on microblogging — specifically, a
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social media technology like Twitter that became part of the students’ everyday lives
because of its frequent, repeated use and its overlap with other areas of student interest —
there was a greater opportunity for community formation than had they used a learning
management system (LMS) technology such as the Blackboard discussion forum.

When his book was republished in 2000, Rheingold had the opportunity to revisit
his concept of virtual community in a new chapter added to the original text. While
noting that socializing in cyberspace can be shallow for some, it can be a powerful
medium for others to share intimate feelings and seek emotional support (p. 328). He
explains,

“It is dangerous to mindlessly invalidate the experiences of a person for

whom Internet communication is not a luxury but a lifeline. The times we

helped each other, reached through the screens to touch each others’ lives,

were the times when something deserving of the word community

manifested among people who spent most of our time sending words to

each other across wires” (p. 330).

However, Rheingold also explains that, in hindsight, he would have used the term “online
social network” rather than virtual community largely because the latter is such an
emotionally loaded and contested word (p. 359).

I do not believe we should shrink from a term because it is emotionally loaded.
Indeed, one of the pisteis (pathos) deals expressly with emotion. Further, emotion also
finds a place in pedagogy as Bloom reminds us in his taxonomy that touches on the
cognitive, emotional, and physical aspects of learning. On a personal level, the
emotionally laden experience of online community and experiencing it for myself is what
convinced me to pursue this line of research. An online community realized can be a

powerful force within the distance-learning classroom. Rheingold says that, had he been

exposed to it earlier, he would likely have used the term “‘social network™ instead because
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it ““counters the critique of virtual communities as alienating, dehumanizing substitutes
for more direct. less mediated human contact™ (p. 361).

While I understand his weariness over a debate that had endured more than a
decade. in the fifteen years since he wrote those words, I believe our societal conceptions
of the types and strengths of connections that can be forged online have shifted. While
many still privilege in-person contact, the number of marriages that come about because
of online relationships and the advent of social media sites that allow us to remain in
close contact with those geographically dispersed from us, have ameliorated our biases
somewhat. As a result, I believe we are well served by embracing the term “online
community” for its powerful emotional connotations.

Rheingold notes that between the time of the initial publication of his book and its
subsequent reissue, he learned that virtual community does not emerge just because a
particular type of CMC tool is added to a web page. There are too many other demands
on our time and other distractions. Instead, he argues, growth of community requires
skilled facilitation, multimedia material for integrating new members into the use of the
medium and strong social contracts (p. 341). This line of reasoning is one to which I will

return in Chapter 5.

Community in writing studies.

Considering my research study’s placement within English Studies (and,
specifically, the field of rhetoric and composition) it is imperative to consider the concept
of community in terms of writing. This is particularly important since microblogging is

text based — an activity possible only through the activity of writing. Harris (1999)



18

discusses the impact of community on the study and practice of writing. Invoking
Bartholomae, Harris says, “we write not as isolated individuals but as members of
communities whose beliefs, concerns, and practices both instigate and constrain, at least
in part, the sorts of things we can say™ (p. 261) but also notes that recent theories tend to
invoke the notion of community in vague and sweeping ways positing ““discursive utopias
that direct and determine the writings of their members, yet failing to state the operating
rules or boundaries of these communities™ (p. 261). This vague (and often assumptive)
stance regarding the concept of community is a critique I will return to throughout this
dissertation. Harris calls on Raymond Williams in noting the term community is
generally used in a “warmly persuasive” way; one where community tends to mean a
“nicer, friendlier, fuzzier version of what came before” (p. 262). He underscores
Williams” observation that community is never used unfavorably and seems to have no
positive, opposing term concluding:

But I think Williams is also hinting at the extraordinary rhetorical power

one can gain through speaking of community. It is a concept both

seductive and powerful, one that offers us a view of shared purpose and

effort and that also makes a claim on us that is hard to resist. For like the

pronoun we, community can be used in such a way that it invokes what it

seems merely to describe” (emphasis in original, p. 262).
As a student participant in the courses that comprised my first case study, I have
personally experienced the affective power of an online classroom community and am
thus convinced of the rhetorical power Harris notes — rhetorical power experienced both
in discussing the concept of community and in experiencing it first-hand.

Harris explains that many discussions of the concept of community tend to lose

that community’s rooting in a particular space. Abstracted from other social and material

relations, communities appear to be held together only by affinity of beliefs and purpose
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or “consensus” thus leaving the group an association of free individuals who have chosen
to associate rather than a collection of people forced together. Harris couches these
observations in examples such as writing communities, speech communities or discourse
communities. These are, indeed, more abstracted in space and more loosely confederated.
Online classroom communities, such as the ones I examine, are different in that students
must participate to succeed in the course (although feeling a sense of community itself
cannot be mandated). Additionally, since Harris wrote this argument more than twenty
years ago, digital communication and social media have radically altered the possibilities
for meaningful affective connections without colocation in physical space. In answering
my second research question in Chapter 5, I will examine how community — and one
that is not “ghostly” — can be meaningfully facilitated among geographically dispersed
participants via an online social media platform for microblogging.

One final observation from Harris bears discussion and further examination. He
explains that just as people do not write merely as an individual, people also do not write
merely as a member of a single community; “one is always simultaneously a part of
several discourses, several communities, is always already committed to a number of
conflicting beliefs and practices” (emphasis in original, p. 268). Harris cautions against
romanticizing academic discourse as happening in a single, cohesive community
suggesting instead that we embrace the conflict and multiplicity. He suggests the
metaphor of a city — a larger, broadly inclusive and cohesive whole that is yet made up
of sometimes conflicting smaller groups thus allowing us to embrace a community that
embodies a certain amount of change or struggle (p. 269). This reasoning becomes

particularly important for my research in that social media (specifically the Twitter
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microblogging technology) can function as a virtual crossroads where this conflict and
confluence of multiple communities intersect online. I will return to this argument in

Chapter 5.

Information ecologies.

In reviewing the concept of community, it is important also to explore the work of
those who reject “community™ in favor of a different construct. To that end, I will
examine the concept of information ecologies. Additionally, exploration of this work
allows me to directly address concerns about technological determinism. This is
especially important given my second research question asks whether a particular social
media tool facilitates or hinders the development of online classroom community. This
brings my review of literature to the work of Bonnie Nardi and Vicki O’Day. In,
Information Ecologies, Nardi and O’Day observe:

One of the most important human stories of the twentieth century is the

impact of technology on the way we live, die, work, and play. This will

continue into the twenty-first century. Usually discussions of technology

are either blissfully pro or darkly con. Most of the time, people do not

discuss technology at all. They simply let it wash over them, adapting as

best they can (1999, p. ix).

Their assessment and prescient prediction for the twenty-first century still serves as a
caution for our technology-related research endeavors. Nardi and O’Day remind us that
we have the leverage to affect our own “information ecologies” or systems of people,
practices, technologies and values existing in a local environment (p. 49). We must
simply exercise that leverage. They admonish us to “dig deeper, and reflect more about

the effects of the ways we use technology” (p. x). Although their advice centers on the

work environment, it also highlights the need to focus a critical lens on pedagogical
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choices — particularly those surrounding technological tools. They eschew technological
determinism (whether embraced with giddy anticipation or held as far away as Luddite
arms will allow) and argue that metaphors matter when discussing the role of technology.
Viewing technology as a tool implies control of it (not a safe assumption) while
characterizing technology as a system implies users are trapped by it. Instead, Nardi and
O’Day evoke an ecology metaphor — a dense network of relationships between people
enabled by technology (p. 28). In the context of the research to be conducted, it will be
virtually impossible to avoid terms such as “tool” or “system.” As a result, I will make
plain (as best possible) my views on these “loaded” words. Throughout my dissertation, I
will employ the term “tool” as some specific example of a technology. I embrace the
inference of control, but do so in an imperfect sense. We can never hope to fully control
any technology, person or environment. However, I believe that our choice of
technologies for use in an educational setting should be purposeful; that we should make
the best possible selections with the goal of creating the most hospitable environment for
students. And, we must have “more than one tool in our belt” when it comes to our
English Studies graduate classrooms. I favor the information ecology paradigm over the
term “system’ as I believe the latter does, indeed, imply a mechanistic, industrial
predictability that is unrealistic in the context of a college classroom. Instead, I will focus
on an examination of social networks and the resulting sense of online community.
Within Nardi and O’Day’s information ecology, some species are crucial to the
shape and stability of the system. These keystone species “may literally sculpt the
environment so that a variety of organisms can be hosted” (p. 80). Within the context of

my study. professors obviously function in that pivotal role although others in the
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network may wield similar (or, perhaps, greater) influence. Acknowledging that total
control of an environment is impossible, I liken effective pedagogical choices to
gardening or husbandry — careful decisions made with goal of maintaining balance and
positioning species within the ecology to thrive. This view stands in contrast to a
pedagogy that seeks to “‘terraform” the classroom environment; a concept from science
fiction that envisions transforming inhospitable planets into lush, Earth-like environments
capable of sustaining life. Quite simply, there are too many variables to control and too
many possibilities for metaphorical mutations or unpredicted interactions among species
for this to be a viable pedagogical or rhetorical approach.

Whether one deems the rate of technological advancement as remarkable or
alarming, professionals within the college classroom are faced with the exigency of
engaging more and more students via online modalities. This necessitates thorough and
balanced evaluations of the affordances of particular technological tools to ensure that
selections complement the information ecology (class environment). In describing their
paradigm, Nardi and O’Day explain, “The word “ecology’ is more evocative for us than
‘community,’ despite some similarities. Ecology suggests diversity in a way that
community does not. Communities can be quite homogenous, or defined along a single
dimension (the gay community, a community of scholars, a religious community)” (1999,
p.56). When defined in context of a common descriptive characteristic (such as a sexual
orientation, a profession, or a faith), community does seem a disparate concept from an
ecological paradigm. But, when examined in the context of online-education research and
the English Studies graduate classroom, “‘community” denotes an emotional bond; a

social connection. Nardi and O’ Day envision an information ecology as a complex web
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that moves “beyond the human-machine dyad, expanding our perspective to include the
network of relationships, values, and motivations involved in technology use” (1999, p.
30). However, I contend that the classroom cannot be divorced from rhetorical concerns
— identity construction (ethos) and affective bonds (pathos).

It is my contention that a sense of online community defined in the context of
social and emotional connections can grow organically out of a properly balanced
information ecology. Put simply, if the online classroom environment has been
“gardened” effectively employing the appropriate tools, species may do more than merely
interact in a particular information ecology. They may thrive and form a sense of
community. Just because Nardi & O’Day favor the term “ecology,” it does not preclude
the possibility of community formation. However, in the context of the English Studies
setting — a context in which graduate students are building their professional and
academic identities —the formation of community along scholarly pursuits is a worthy
goal. Further, I believe embracing the information ecology metaphor to the exclusion of
online community moves us too far away from important considerations of pathos in our
graduate English studies classrooms. An “ecology” is a useful construct — implying
something less mechanistic than a system; something that grows in harmony. However,
the metaphor breaks down when we consider the emotional aspect. Plants within a given
ecology may grow symbiotically. They interact according to biologically predictable (and
typically well-understood) rules. However, they do not feel for each other. Scholars must
not lose sight of the affective bonds that the information ecology construct might

minimize,
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Communities of practice.

Before I move on to another scholar (James Paul Gee) who proposes an
alternative starting point to community, I must review the theoretical model to which he
sets his concept in opposition: communities of practice. These communities of practice
examine the notion of situated learning in a variety of contexts — particularly the
workplace (Lave and Wenger, 1991). Jean Lave argues that we should rethink our
notions of learning (1991, p.63) and consider a model that combines persons, their
activities and their worlds; a model that trains without formal lecture or instruction; and a
model that positions learning as participation in ongoing social practice (p.64). Lave
offers a “proposition that participation as members of a community of practice shapes
newcomers’ identities and in the process gives structure and meaning to knowledgeable
skill” (p. 74). He contends this situated learning best occurs in communities of practice.
According to Lave, legitimate peripheral participation (authentic, recursive participation
that allows for increasing levels of responsibility and opportunities to demonstrate
mastery) serves as a bridge between the development of knowledgeable skill and identity
(p. 68). As an example of this, he presents the case of a new member of Alcoholics
Anonymous. Newcomers must assimilate not only the skills to avoid drinking but also
learn the ways of the group as they construct new identities as non-drinkers. As new
members enter this community of practice, they must learn the group norms for
interaction and learn how to construct their personal narratives of lives as alcoholics —

narratives that end of up following an AA model (p. 73).
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Lave suggests that newcomers and oldtimers are dependent on each other; the
newcomers depending on the oldtimers to learn and the oldtimers depending on the
newcomers to eventually replace them and carry on the community of practice (p. 74).
But this is not just an apprenticeship model. In providing the case of Yucatec Mayan
midwives, Lave explains,

These apprentices are peripheral participants, legitimate participants, and

legitimately peripheral to the practice of midwifery. They have access to

both broad knowledgeability about the practice of midwifery and to

increasing participation in that practice. It is worth noting that it would be

difficult to find evidence that teaching is the mode of knowledge

“transmission” among the midwives (p.70).

Lave contends that communities of practice found in schools and workplaces are mostly
ad hoc (p. 78).

Clearly, the focus of Lave’s theory is on skill mastery, concomitant identity
formation, and maintaining the community of practice. As a result, his concept of
community centers on earning membership and does not consider the affective bonds that
serve as the primary subject of my research. Lave’s concept does blur the lines between
persons, their activities, and their world which echoes the affordances of a social media
space such as Twitter — a line of thinking I will return to in Chapter S. But, Lave’s focus
on skill acquisition and identity formation limits the usefulness of his construct in terms

of my dissertation project. And, his focus on including or excluding people from the

community of practice serves as a primary source of critique for other theorists.

Affinity spaces.
Some scholars criticize the concept of communities of practice as an attempt to

label people as insiders or outsiders relative to a particular group. In that vein, James Paul
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Gee sets his affinity spaces model (2004) in opposition to communities of practice. Gee
purposely avoids the notion of membership or “belongingness” as a starting point in his
model. ““If we start by talking about spaces rather than ‘communities,” we can then go on
and ask to what extent the people interacting within a space, or some subgroup of them,
do or do not actually form a community™ (p. 78). In fact, his key critique of communities
of practice is that he sees them as an attempt to label a group and subsequently identify
which people are in or out. Therefore, he suggests we start ““at least sometimes” with
spaces rather than groups (p.78). Gee identifies 11 defining features of his affinity spaces
— although not all are required to be present for the affinity space to exist. He
admonishes us to eschew binary distinctions and see the degrees as most important.
(p.83). While I will not review all 11 characteristics here, 1 will discuss a few that are
most relevant to my study:
O A common endeavor (not race, class, gender, or disability) is the primary interest
around which a space is organized
O “Newbies” and masters and everyone else share common space
O There are many different forms and routes to participation (people may participate
peripherally in some respects and centrally in others; these patterns can change
day to day)
0O There are many different routes to status within the space
O Leadership is porous and leaders are resources (p. 85-87)
Comparing classrooms to affinity spaces, Gee finds many classrooms lacking.
They are either missing one of the eleven features altogether or display it much more
weakly than the prototypical affinity space (p. 88). He contends that people primarily
have an affinity for the interest or endeavor around which the digital space has been set
up, not the other people inhabiting that online space (p. 84) but that the high school

environment is often unclear regarding its common purpose. As examples, he wonders

whether the common endeavor is “‘science,’ *doing school,” [or] ‘school science’ (p.88).
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While this critique might well be true for the high school environment and, perhaps, even
undergraduate college classrooms, I believe it is less true of graduate studies where a
higher level of subject specificity offers clarity missing in earlier learning environments.
The second relevant element is that of sharing a common space. Gee’s key argument is
that newcomers (“newbies’’) and experienced participants (‘“‘masters” of the gaming
environment) exists and interact in the same digital space; they are not segregated.

Gee argues that students rarely have opportunities to teach the teacher or their
peers; that leadership is rarely porous (where students sometime lead and sometimes
follow and where leadership is focused on “resourcing others™ and creating environments
where students can learn on their own terms) (p.89). Again, this critique applies less in
English Studies graduate programs (particularly doctoral programs) where classes focus
less on lecture and rely more heavily on discussion between professor and students.
Additionally, it is my contention that the use of microblogging (and other social media)
does allow for more student-directed interaction and closer collaboration and connection.
Further, because these interactions occur in a social space (not a strictly academic one),
there is greater opportunity for students to form longer-lasting bonds and encounter a
greater range of diversity of knowledge, genders, and ethnicities.

One of Gee’s primary critiques of community as a starting point is the tendency to
utilize it as an exclusionary criterion. However, I will present a definition of online
classroom community later in this dissertation meant to identify an affectively laden,
digital learning space. My proposed definition is not meant to serve as a boundary to
include or exclude people from the group. Rather, it is meant to function as a heuristic

guide for developing an educational environment that maximizes the potential for
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affective connections; an attempt to bring as many people into the community as
possible. If my research identifies evidence of affective bonds, empirically demonstrates
the existence of online community, and suggests that microblogging can facilitate
development of that community, then we can turn our attention to cultivating those types
of digital spaces with little need to actually identify specific people who are in or out of
the community. I will return to this argument in Chapters 4 and 5.

A sense of community may be fleeting — as Gee warns. But, it also may lead to
longer-term connections such as cohort support or even friendships. However, this is not
an automatic result. The camaraderie that develops during the time a class is active is
special. Like a group of gamers providing mutual support to achieve a certain quest,
students in an online space can support each other in their “mission” to “conquer” a
course. While space is important (and, as Gee argues, perhaps an appropriate starting
place), we cannot ignore the affective component. Thus, [ will now turn my attention to

two educational frameworks that consider the emotional aspect.

Classroom community.

Within the discipline of English Studies, the field of rhetoric and composition
pays particular attention to pedagogical concerns. As a result, it is important to review the
concept of community in the context of the classroom. Alfred Rovai defines classroom
community as

a feeling that members have of belonging, a feeling that members matter

to one another and to the group, that they have duties and obligations to

each other and to the school, and that they posses shared expectations that

members’ educational needs will be met through their commitment to
shared goals (Rovai & Lucking, 2000, p.34).
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He has published extensively on the concept of community arguing that it is possible for
such bonds to develop in online instructional settings. One impetus for his research is the
feeling of isolation or disconnection experienced by some distance learning students.

Rovai distills various definitions into * the most essential elements of community:
mutual interdependence among members, sense of belonging, connectedness, spirit, trust,
interactivity, common expectations, shared values and goals, and overlapping histories
among members” (2002, p.4). He notes that classroom community is a specific type of
community based upon the educational setting, the primary purpose of learning, and the
fixed length of the course (2001, p. 34). Rovai (2000, 2002) contends that classroom
community can be constitutively defined via four factors: spirit, trust, interaction and
learning.

The first element, spirit, denotes recognition of membership in the community
and a feeling of cohesiveness with members of that community of learners. This may
include feelings of friendship and desire to spend time together. Rovai notes,
“Community spirit allows learners to challenge and nurture each other” (2002, p. 4). The
second factor, trust, refers to the feeling that community members can be trusted and
relied upon and is comprised of two components — credibility and benevolence. The first
component speaks to whether community members can be relied upon while the second
addresses whether and to what degree members of the community are motivated to assist
others in their learning (p. 5). Rovai’s third factor, interaction, is necessary but not solely
sufficient for the development of a sense of community. He explains, “If we cannot fully
promote sense of community through the quantity of interaction, we must foster

community through the quality of interaction™ (p.5). He categorizes interactions as either
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task-driven or socio-emotional where task-driven interactions focus on completion of
assigned tasks while socio-emotional interactions are directed toward relationships
among learners (p.5). Rovai’s research indicates that feelings of classroom community
are “moderately related” to interactivity; that dialogue is more important than structure
(p.7). But that interactivity can be more difficult to experience online than in face-to-face
contexts. Learning, the final factor, refers to “a commitment to a common educational
purpose’ (p.6).

While Rovai clearly embraces the concept of community and places it firmly
within the classroom setting (something 1 deem missing in much of the literature
discussed previously in this chapter), his focus on the affective or emotional bonds takes
place absent consideration of the digital space itself and the tools that make the
communication and that online environment possible. Digital space is inextricably linked
to our consideration of this concept because it shapes the kinds interactions possible. To
that end, I will offer an alternative definition of online classroom community in Chapter 5
— one that renames and extends Rovai’s elements while also including the critical factor

of the digital environment itself.

Community of Inquiry.

I will review one more framework for community that has been widely applied.
Despite its utility in online pedagogical scholarship, I find it lacking in terms of the
definitional needs I will outline in Chapter 5. However, this model provides a useful
method for gauging social presence in online environments and thus deserves attention

within my review of literature. Developed more than a decade ago as an attempt to
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connect the human issues around online learning, teaching issues associated with this
method of delivery, and the overall cognitive goals of a graduate program (Garrison,
Anderson & Archer, 2010), the Community of Inquiry (Col) framework has emerged as
one of the leading models guiding research in the field of online education (Shea et al.,
2010). In fact, the Col framework has been used by hundreds of scholars (Garrison,
Anderson & Archer, 2010) in hundreds of studies (Garrison, Cleveland-Innes & Fung,
2010) and has been cited in thousands of scholarly articles (Shea et al., 2010).

Social constructivist in nature (Swan & Ice, 2010), the Col framework is
grounded in John Dewey’s belief that inquiry was a social activity at the heart of an
educational experience (Garrison, Anderson & Archer, 2010). The Col model (see Figure
1) explores three critical elements of higher education experiences that use online
communications media (social presence, cognitive presence, and teaching presence) and
their areas of overlap. These three core components have remained relatively stable in the
ten years since the model’s creation (Garrison, Anderson & Archer, 2010). Cognitive
presence reflects the learning and inquiry process (Garrison, Cleveland-Innes & Fung,
2010) and is defined as the degree to which participants within a Col are able to construct
meaning via sustained conversation (Rourke et al., 1999, p. 51). Teaching presence is
comprised of the pedagogical design concerns that facilitate and direct social and
cognitive processes for the purpose of realizing beneficial learning outcomes (Garrison,
Cleveland-Innes & Fung, 2010, p.32). Social presence, then, manifests itself when
learners project themselves socially and emotionally in a Col (Rourke et al., 1999). It is
the extent to which participants in a computer-mediated environment feel affectively

connected (Swan & Ice, 2010).
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The central, dark-gray region of the Venn diagram presented in Figure 1
represents improved educational performance. It is not the purpose of my dissertation to
cover that ground in detail. Rather, my research will explore whether microblogging
technology facilitates stronger community. While many factors contribute to each domain
(cognitive, teaching and social presence), my narrow focus on microblogging technology
places my research in two particular areas of overlap in addition to the central region:

setting climate and supporting discourse (noted with emphasis in Figure 1).

Figure 1: Community of Inquiry Venn Diagram

Community of Inquiry

Supporting
Discourse

SOCIAL
PRESENCE

COGNITIVE
PRESENCE

Setting
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{Structure/Process)

Communication Medium

Garnison. Archer & Anderson, 2010, p 6 (Emphasis — white area — mine)

In the Col framework, social presence is a mediating variable between the other
core concepts (Garrison, Anderson & Archer, 2010; Garrison, Cleveland-Innes & Fung,

2010); a responsibility of teaching presence and a necessary condition for cognitive
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presence (Garrison, Cleveland-Innes & Fung, 2010). Indeed, social presence appears to
play an important role in advancing significant learning (Shea et al., 2010). Rourke et al.
(1999) note:

Social presence supports cognitive objectives through its ability to

instigate, sustain, and support critical thinking in a community of learners.

It supports affective objectives by making the group interactions

appealing, engaging, and thus intrinsically rewarding, leading to an

increase in academic, social and institutional integration and resulting in

increased persistence and course completion (Tinto, 1987). (p. 52-53)

The Col framework identifies three indicators of social presence (affective, cohesive, and
interactive) that can be used to measure the extent of social presence in a given mode of
CMC. Affective indicators are “personal expressions of emotion, feelings, beliefs, and
values” and are thought to make up for the lack of gestures, facial expressions, intonation
and other cues commonly available in face-to-face communication (Swan, 2002, pg. 37).
Cohesive indicators are “verbal immediacy behaviors that build and sustain a sense of
group commitment or group presence’ (p.37). Interactive indicators provide evidence that
other participants are attending to the discourse (p. 38).

A robust framework, the Col considers both the critical emotional elements
through the social presence factor and the digital space itself through the teaching
presence factor. But the framework privileges the educational learning outcomes. While
this is a worthy object of focus, it is not my primary area of interest. Rather, I center my
research on the feeling of connection itself; the affective bonds experienced when a sense
of online classroom community is present (my first research question) and whether that
community can be fostered online via a particular social media platform (my second

research question). While an exploration of online community forms the heart of my

research study, I will apply additional theory to my analysis. To that end, I also will
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review some foundational work around identity construction relative to the writing

classroom.

Underlife and Writing Instruction

A student cannot become part of a community online unless she is able to project
herself digitally into the virtual environment; unless she is able to establish her social
presence online. Thus, identity construction (online ethos) becomes a critical concern.
This online identity construction may be complicated by the fact that institutions place
expectations on class participants — but students may rebel against those roles. This can
be particularly true when the digital classroom space intrudes upon a social media space
(such as Twitter) that overlaps with the student’s personal and professional interests. In
his chapter “Underlife and Writing Instruction” in the The Braddock Essays 1975-1998,
Robert Brooke applies a sociological theory to the composition classroom.

In sociological theory, the term “underlife” refers to actions that undercut
expected participant roles. He notes that underlife behaviors might demonstrate that a
person is not just an employee but also a complex person outside that particular role. His
or her ethos is not determined solely by employment. Brooke contends that both students
and teachers undercut traditional educational expectations in the contemporary writing
classroom (p.229). Brooke’s understanding of this sociological term comes from Erving
Goffman’s works Asylums and Stigma. Brooke identifies three assumptions underlying
the concept of “underlife” presented within these books:

O We assume a person’s identity is a function of social interaction.
O We assume social interaction is a system of information games.
O

We assume social organizations provide roles for individuals that imply certain
identities. (p. 230)
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Brooke summarizes Goffman’s explanation of our understanding of another person’s
identity as a combination of how the person immediately appears to us through his or her
physical presentation factors such as dress, bearing, and accent; what we know of the
person’s history; and the stances the person takes to the group to which we assume he or
she belongs. (p. 230) In light of these factors, our concept of a person’s identity hinges on
our social interactions with him or her.

Brooke notes that the identity an instructor assigns someone is determined by the
kinds of information the student chooses to give us (p.230). This is especially true in the
digital space where physical appearance and auditory cues readily accessible in a face-to-
face encounter may be absent. While we may certainly choose how we dress and how we
sound in everyday encounters (albeit, with some effort), the digital space may alter or
hide physical appearance completely if a person uses an avatar that is not his or her actual
picture and obscure speaking patterns or accents when slang, abbreviations and other
non-standard written language patterns are used (for example, in truncated text-based
exchanges such as tweets). Hence, it becomes important within this dissertation to
consider the concept of underlife. Brooke notes that because organizations impose
definitions of identity, individuals may reject those definitions in creative ways and
provide information about how they perceive themselves via the rejection of that
organizational definition (p.231). Digital backchannel spaces (such as the one afforded by
Twitter) provide greater opportunity to creatively shape identity because only the desired
information is transmitted to others. In his study of hospitals and other institutions,

Goffman concludes that underlife behaviors are prevalent and, thus, a normal part of
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institutional life. These behaviors must be seen as closely related to identity construction
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