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Abstract
Sense of community in education is correlated with student learning, satisfaction and retention.
Variables shown to foster sense of community include instructor lead discussions, culling student
opinions and timely and appropriate instructor feedback. Current research and evidence-based
best practices for using readily available technologies to increase community perception in
varied course formats are discussed.
Background
Community suggests “a feeling that members have of belonging, a feeling that members matter
to one another and to the group, and a shared faith that members’ needs will be met through their
commitment to be together (McMillan & Chavis, 1986).” As a basic human motivation, it can
help elucidate many aspects of interpersonal interaction (Baumesiter & Leary, 1995). Several
education theorists hold that interacting with others is the critical for building knowledge and is
mediated by language and collaboration (Rovai, 2002a). Research suggests that feeling a sense
of community is positively associated with students' motivation, health, academic self-efficacy
and persistence (Reis, et al, 1985; Faircloth, & Hamm, 2005; Freeman, Anderman & Jensen,
2007; Hausmann, Schoffield, & Woods, 2007) and that students who perceive alienation are
more likely to self-isolate, cut class, fail and ultimately drop out (Rovai, 2002b).
Community appears to be important not only in face-to-face formats, but in virtual learning as
well where it can impact students' perception of achievement, interactivity, and retention (Rovai,
2002b; Boston, et al, 2009). The Community of Inquiry model offers theoretical support as it
emphasizes social presence impact on the online environment (Garrison, Anderson, & Archer,
2010). Ni and Aust (2008) confirmed this perspective and determined that community was the
most significant predictor of perceived learning in online coursework and student satisfaction.
Variables identified by several researchers that promote sense of community across formats
include dynamic discussions, encouragement of expression of opinion and timely and
appropriate feedback (Haar & Scanlan, 2012; Kupcynski, et al, 2010, Oliphant & BranchMueller, 2016; Shackelford & Maxwell, 2012). Subsequent and ongoing research indicates as
well significant and potential impact of technology on these course elements (Moore, 2015;
rockinson-Szapkiw, et al, 2014; McConnell, et al, 2013).

Use of New Technologies
Since research has shown higher perception of community in face-to-face formats, some
educators seek to bring in the synchronous component of real time interaction into online
courses. Unfortunately, this is not appropriate in all cases: Students, due to an atypical schedule,
geographic location in a remote time zone and/or other responsibilities may choose an
asynchronous program (Moore, 2012). The key for instructors and directors is finding a balance
between students’ expectations and capabilities and the improved sense of community new
technologies can potentially bring in in both synchronous asynchronous environments.
•

Polling software: Classroom Response Systems (Clickers) have been associated with
increased student engagement in higher education (Gould, 2016; Zoumenou, et al, 2015)
but require equipment purchase and maintenance. Polling software downloads such as
allow embedding of polls in PowerPoint or Google slides and student voting through
smartphones. (Poll Everywhere, 2018). Polls can be used to cull student opinion or check
student mastery of material presented and the instructor can choose from multiple choice,
open ended, brainstorm type or rank question formats.

•

Video conferencing: Online video discussions can foster group cohesion and increase
participation as they include audio and visual cues (Clark, Strudler & Grove, 2015;
Floronda & Lippincott, 2014; Pinsk, et al, 2014). Video conferencing platforms such as
Zoom can be used for information sessions and interviews for prospective students and
for office hours for current students, especially in online programs. Guest speakers,
virtual student discussion groups, student project collaboration and conducting class
when the instructor is at a conference can all be facilitated through this technology. Only
the host needs an account and sessions can be recorded for those who don’t participate.
Zoom has a polling feature embedded in the software so polling can be easily combined
with a video conference (Zoom, 2018)

•

Video/audio enabled discussion platforms such as VoiceThread enable all participants
to see and hear each other without being in the same location or participating at the same
time (VoiceThread, 2018). Asynchronous conversations within online courses around
images, documents, presentation and videos have been shown to increase sense of
instructor’s presence, elevate sense of community and reduce feelings of isolation
(Borup, West & Graham, 2012; Pacansky-Brock, 2015).
Online courses can use this platform for faculty and student introduction videos in which
others can respond via video, audio or text. Instructors can provide narrated slides where
students can ask questions and receive answers on individual slides while student projects
can require students to create similar presentations for their class. Case studies can be
presented this way with each student assigned to answer specific questions: This can be
done within one class or as an interdisciplinary activity involving those from other
majors.

•

Screen Capturing Computer App: This type of software, such as Jing, allows you to
record narration over what is on the computer screen along with mouse movements for up

to 5 minutes. (Jing, 2018) Since timely and complete instructor feedback is critical
between student and instructor, audio feedback is another tool in fostering student
connection (Charron & Raschke, 2014; Haar & Scanlan, 2012; Ice, et al, 2007) Audio
feedback can be given on assignments in all course formats. Within online courses,
instructors can clarify points in the syllabus or record instructions for students while
showing a handout or website. Students may be asked as part of their assignments to
create Jing clips and share with the class, thus enhancing communication skills. Since the
clips are saved as URLs they can easily be posted on the discussion board and as part of
student assignment feedback.
Conclusions
In addition to enhancing sense of community within the classroom, using these technologies
gives students practice with tools they can utilize as professionals. As more technology options
become available, more research in education is needed to continually assess appropriate
adoption of available resources in reaching program goals and learning outcomes as well as
increasing class community. While some faculty may be reluctant to adopt new instructional
methods, with adequate encouragement and support, they may be more likely to be engaged and
eager to adopt new methods.
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