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Abstract
This  paper  explores  how we  might  create  or  develop  a  learning  community 
online, and the implications of this for the role of the online tutor.  Opinion is 
divided  regarding  the  ideal  conditions  to  support  the  emergence  of  learning 
communities, although there seems good agreement regarding the usefulness of 
the online medium to support a social constructivist approach.  

A typology of expressed needs for tutor support is presented and discussed as a 
possible means to assist tutors in nurturing online learning community.  Issues 
of ‘authority’ and peer support are also explored.

Introduction
This paper will explore how we might create or develop a learning community 
online,  and the  implications  of  this  for  the  role  of  the  online  tutor.   In  the 
postgraduate programme in Clinical Education at Edge Hill University, a multi-
disciplinary professional development course for clinical educators, delivered by 
means  of  'blended  learning',  the  Course  Team have  embraced  what  can  be 
termed a ‘social constructivist’ approach.  Thus, the course has been designed 
and taught using discussion as a major element of the learning experience (see 
Brookfield & Preskill,  1999, 2005), and we therefore place great emphasis on 
encouraging interactivity within the programme.

We use an asynchronous online discussion forum within  our  Virtual  Learning 
Environment (VLE) – simple and familiar technology, and in distinct contrast to 
Hung and Chen (2001), we find that it works in supporting the development of 
dialogue. When it works well, we can see a real learning community emerge, 
which  could,  perhaps,  also  be  thought  of  as  a  ‘Community  of  Practice’,  as 
proposed by Wenger (1998).  This learning community allows us to realise our 
social  constructivist  ideals,  with  students  supporting,  interacting  with,  and 
learning from each other.  

Henderson  and  colleagues  (2007)  however,  remind  us  that  Communities  of 
Practice cannot be designed, but must be allowed to emerge - although they 
admit  that  we  can  assist  their  emergence  by  careful  architecture,  a  point 
supported by Wilson and colleagues (2004), when they identify that there is a 
subtle difference between a spontaneously-arising Community of Practice and 
the more formally constituted ‘Bounded Learning Community’ that as tutors we 
try to create within an educational setting.  

However, it is interesting to note that several years earlier, Johnson (2001) had 
proposed that a Community of Practice can emerge within what he described as 
a ‘designed community’, and so it would appear that our course context should 
not be seen as a barrier to community formation.  

Meanwhile, more recently, Hara and Hew (2007) have questioned whether the 
same success factors hold good for a community that is deliberately created 



rather  than one which spontaneously  emerges – an interesting consideration 
when  we  are  seeking  to  develop  a  learning  community  within  the  artificial 
confines of an educational programme.  

Online Interaction
So  what  can  the  online  tutor  do  to  promote  the  formation  of  learning 
communities?  And what is our role?  Woo and Reeves (2007:15) remind us that 
“One  of  the  key  components  of  good  pedagogy,  regardless  of  whether 
technology is involved, is Interaction”, and this, therefore, appears to be a good 
starting point in considering how we might encourage the formation of a learning 
community.  

In earlier work (Sherratt & Sackville, 2006) we explored discourse within the 
online  discussion  board  in  our  postgraduate  programme,  identifying  the 
achievement of true dialogue online, rather than the unconnected statements, or 
‘serial  monologue’  which a number of  authors have commented on (see,  for 
example, Henri, 1991; Pawan et al, 2003; and Garrison & Arbaugh, 2007).

Goodfellow  and  Hewling  (2005)  have  complained  that  “Participation  as  a 
pedagogical synonym for learning has long been a key feature in the discourse 
of  computer-mediated  communication  in  education”.  Meanwhile,  Woo  and 
Reeves  (2007:18)  have  also  reminded  us  that  “social  constructivists  do  not 
maintain that all conversation and discussion occurring anywhere anytime are 
meaningful for learning”!  

However, whilst it is true that consideration of the content and context as well as 
frequency of postings is necessary in order to gain a full picture of the overall 
online learning experience, nevertheless, it is also clear that active engagement 
within the online discussion board can contribute significantly  to the learning 
both of individual participants and the group as a whole.  Furthermore, Rovai 
(2002) has suggested that interaction is a major factor in creating a learning 
community.  Thus, despite the comments of Goodfellow and Hewling (2005), 
noted above, nevertheless, interaction and the achievement of dialogue within 
the online discussion board can only be considered to be advantageous.

Peer Facilitators and Social Interaction
In the Edge Hill  Clinical Education programme, participants are divided up so 
that they work in groups, or  ‘Learning Sets’,  of  no more than 15 members. 
Students  do  not  choose  their  group,  but  rather,  they  are  allocated  to  their 
Learning  Set,  so  that  wherever  possible,  each  Learning  Set  is  ‘balanced’  to 
contain an equal ratio of males and females, and a similar spread of different 
professions (e.g. doctors, dentists, nurses, paramedics).

In previous work, we have noted that the presence of what we have termed 
“peer facilitators” has a huge impact on the development of dialogue (Sherratt & 
Sackville,  2006),  and  if  we  accept  Rovai’s  (2002)  proposition,  noted  above, 
regarding the importance of interaction, then this therefore impacts significantly 
on the formation of  a  learning community.   Indeed,  facilitating  actions  from 
peers can clearly be seen to have a different impact than interventions from 
tutors,  and the dynamic created within the group is  therefore also different. 
Following on from this, we have also found that groups which are ‘tutor-focused’ 
do not develop dialogue or indeed group identity in the same way as more peer-



focused  groups,  a  point  also  supported  by  Garrison  (2006),  leading  us  to 
speculate  further  on  the  significant  advantages  of  achieving  peer-to-peer 
dialogue.

Our speculations are supported by Thompson and MacDonald (2005: 244), who 
point  out  that  “conversation  is  pivotal  to  interaction”;  while  Garrison  and 
Cleveland-Innes  (2005)  suggest  the  importance  of  ‘social  presence’  for  the 
development of online discourse.  Dixson and colleagues (2006) also note that it 
is  important  that  students  should  feel  comfortable  to  make  social  postings. 
Meanwhile, Daniel et al (2003) go further and propose Social Capital as a vital 
component of the learning community – although one might equally argue that 
the social engagement of the group is an artefact of the existence of a sense of 
community rather than in any way causal in nature.

Salmon  (2000)  asserts  that  social  interaction  is  caused,  in  part,  by  e-
moderators' interventions.  It has also been argued that tutors can influence the 
engagement and interaction of students in the online discussion forum simply by 
the frequency with which they intervene in discussion (Mazzolini  & Maddison 
2003); whereas the content of tutors' postings does not particularly influence 
student engagement (Mazzolini & Maddison, 2007) – a proposition which is by no 
means supported by the findings of Celentin (2007:55), who suggests that “in 
order  to  build  real  knowledge  during  the  discussion  the  tutor  should  post 
different kinds of messages”.

Where a rich dialogue is achieved, online discussion has clear transformative 
potential,  as Garrison & Kanuka (2004) have suggested.   For example, in a 
recent  module  (CPD461),  the  students  commented  that  “It  was  a  superb 
demonstration of Wenger’s communities of practice”,  and further identified “a 
‘Eureka’  moment”  in  their  understanding  of  e-learning.  (Networked  Learning 
Community CPD461, 2008.)  

But the question remains, as indeed we have also asked elsewhere (Sackville & 
Sherratt, 2008) – are all of these students actually ready to be transformed? 
Meyer  and  Land  (2005)  remind  us  that  transformation  can  involve  a  very 
uncomfortable journey, and also that many students tend to remain instead in 
‘pre-liminal space’.  This, then, begs the question as to whether all students are 
also ready to become self-directed learners.  

And so, despite our explicitly articulated social constructivist pedagogy, and the 
opportunity for students to work together (and with tutors as peers), it appears 
that  not  everyone  agrees  that  the  peer  is  a  role  that  tutors  should  adopt. 
Indeed, one of the CPD461 students complained of a  “paucity of active input 
from tutors” (Networked Learning Community CPD461, 2008), based on the fact 
that  substantially  more  ‘triggers’  were  posed  by  students  than  by  tutors  – 
despite the obvious benefit that the students had become more self-directed in 
their  learning,  rather  than remaining  reliant  on tutors  to  push forward  their 
understanding. 

The Role of the Tutor
This,  then  brings  into  question  the  tutor’s  role  as  a  ‘guide  on  the  side’, 
suggesting that some participants and commentators, at least, expect a more 
active  and  directed  input.   Furthermore,  Swan  (2002:  p32)  proposed  that 



“instructors’  activity is an important factor in the success of online learning”. 
More  recently,  Garrison  and  Cleveland-Innes  have  also  commented  (2005: 
p137) “we find the leadership role of the instructor to be powerful in triggering 
discussion and facilitating high levels of thinking and knowledge construction”; 
and Celentin  (2007) has  advised that  guidance from tutors  will  enhance the 
achievement of meaningful learning.  So contrary to our earlier-expressed ideal 
of peer-facilitated learning, this implies that much more control should rest in 
the hands of the tutor, leading to the position of the tutor as an authority figure. 

On the other hand, Rovai (2002) reminds us that self-directed learners will not 
respond well to an authoritarian approach on the part of the tutor; and Garrison 
(2006:30)  further  suggests  that  “students  need  to  assume  some  control  or 
ownership of the discussion”.   Meanwhile, Carusi (2006:5) has proposed that 
“the social relations become de-hierarchised: the teacher is no longer the central 
–  and  ‘higher’  –  authority,  and  learners  collaborate  with  each  other,  each 
learning through doing and each cooperating rather than competing with others 
in pursuit of a shared goal”.

So should tutors aim to assume the role of co-learners, or is there something of 
an expectation that we will  undertake and maintain more of an authoritative 
role?  And how does this activity on the part of the tutor encourage the growth 
of an active and supportive online learning community?

Students’ Expressed Need for Tutor Intervention
As  noted  above,  members  of  my course  team have  been  actively  exploring 
issues around online discussion for a number of  years.   In my own current, 
ongoing study, I have explored the expectations and expressed needs of our 
students  for  intervention  and  support  from tutors,  particularly  in  the  online 
discussion forum.  

From this, a simple typology has emerged (Sherratt, 2008), shown in Figure 1, 
below, which identifies whether students expect to work collaboratively, possibly 
without “interference” from tutors, or perhaps welcoming them as peers (see 
Quadrant A of Figure 1); or whether students are more tutor-focused, looking to 
the tutor as an authority figure who will provide the ‘right’ answer, as shown in 
Quadrant D of Figure 1.  

Interestingly, we can see what we have termed ‘peer facilitators’ clearly located 
in Quadrants A and B of Figure 1 (below), and it might be suggested, therefore, 
that  these  two  quadrants  are  where  we  will  find  conditions  to  support  the 
emergence of a learning community.

One might further speculate that if a group contains a majority of individuals 
characterised to Quadrants C or D of the typology (see Figure 1, below), then it 
will be extremely difficult for any sort of community to develop.



Figure 1: Students’ need for tutor intervention in online discussion

This typology is also discussed in greater detail elsewhere (Sherratt, 2008), and 
is a result of ongoing work.  However, it already offers the tutor some insight 
into the differing needs to be found within a single cohort, and as such, can offer 
an  explanation  of  why  some  groups  might  function  ‘better’  and  more 
collaboratively than others, even within the same course context.  

Once applied to future groups, it aims to assist the tutor to achieve the correct 
level and type of intervention to support and stimulate students, without leaving 
students feeling unsupported on the one hand, or stifling discussion and thereby 
reducing both discourse and collaboration, (as Garrison (2006) points out), on 
the other.

However, it should also be borne in mind that these categories appear to be 
dynamic rather than static.  Thus, the next challenge we face is  how we can 
identify where students sit in this typology, and then, what actions we can take 
as tutors, to  move students into a more self-directed phase of their learning 
(represented here by Quadrants A and B).  This is the subject of ongoing and 
future work.

Conclusion
In this paper, I have explored some differing views on learning communities in 
the online  context,  and have asked how tutors  might  help  to  facilitate  their 
emergence.   I  have  referred  to  some of  my current  work  in  progress,  and 
proposed that the simple model to describe students’ expressed need for support 
and intervention  from tutors  might  offer  some useful  insights  for  the  online 
tutor.   And  I  have  suggested  that  by  responding  appropriately  to  students’ 



individual needs, and helping them to move into Quadrants A or B of the model, 
we  could  more  regularly  and  consistently  to  help  to  achieve  a  learning 
community  where  students  (and  indeed  tutors!)  work  collaboratively,  learn 
together, and act as co-constructors of knowledge.  

But there is no certainty.  Indeed, Charalambos et al (2004:138) have reminded 
us  that  “There  is  no  step-by-step  approach  that  guarantees  successful 
community building.”
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