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CHAPTER 1 

Introduction 

Online learning communities with an educational focus are being introduced at increasing 

rates. The widening body of research about the power of the potential of online learning 

communities to improve professional practice has supported the introduction of many new 

communities (Lock, 2006; Gray 2004; Sprague, 2006; Little et. al, 2009; Darling-Hammond et. 

al, 2009).  However not all communities have attained the goals or fulfilled purposes for which 

they were created(Kimball & Ladd, 2004; Gray 2004). Research suggests that the role of the 

facilitator is one of the most pivotal factors in aligning communities with their goals and 

purposes in order to make them more effective and sustainable.(Johnson, 2001; Gray, 2004; 

Tarmizi, Vreede, & Zigurs, 2006; Kimball & Ladd, 2004).  Further, there is little research on the 

role of the facilitator in online learning communities, specifically, the tasks, responsibilities, and 

characteristics involved in creating and sustaining an active online learning community (Tarmizi, 

Vreede, & Zigurs, 2006). This capstone project proposal is designed to better understand 

facilitation of online learning communities and the potential impact that facilitators may have 

within the community itself to improve professional practice.  First, I propose to explore the 

strategies and tactics through which facilitators of online learning communities create, manage, 

and use processes and resources to aid learning and improve practice.  This exploration will be 

completed through a broad review of existing literature on facilitation specifically facilitation in 

learning communities as well as online learning communities used in professional development 

capacities..  Second, I will collect data to support an enhanced understanding of facilitation of 

online learning communities through online learning community site analysis, community 

observations, and a series of semi-structured interviews with site facilitators.  Finally, based on 
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the results of the interviews and observations of online learning communities and facilitators; I 

will develop and describe findings which will aim to increase the understanding of strategies and 

tactics used by facilitators to manage online learning communities for teachers and how these 

factors might be used to construct and support new online learning communities. 

Learning Communities 

 The capability to create an educational environment where learning is collegial, 

interactive, and draws from authentic activities for the purpose of professional development 

offers a practical solution to a wide range of complex educational issues (Kellogg, 1999).  

Learning communities are “developed where groups of people, linked geographically or by 

shared interest, collaborate and work in partnership to address their members’ learning needs 

(Department of Education, 2002, p. 12).”   Learning communities, constructed around shared 

identities and values (Palloff & Pratt, 2005), offer a social constructivist learning environment 

where learning is situated in social contexts (Vygotsky, 1978) and knowledge is facilitated, 

shared, and created for the benefit of not just an individual but also of the community as a whole 

(Kilpatrick, Barrett, & Jones, 2003).  Several research studies suggest learning communities as a 

powerful tool for professional development in academic settings because of their ability to 

transform teaching into a collaborative and empowering endeavor (Smith, 2001; Price, 2005; 

Hord, 2009).  Learning communities enable professionals to engage in collaborative learning and 

reflective practice (Palloff & Pratt, 2005; DuFour, 2004) to elicit and share practical knowledge, 

focus on improving learning outcomes, form new networks, gain support, create an avenue for 

critical investigation of practice, and improve communication and sense of community (Price, 

2005; Kilpatrick, Barrett & Jones, 2003; Kaplan, 2002; Palloff & Pratt, 2005).  
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Online learning communities are being introduced rapidly, throughout various types of 

organizations, to facilitate knowledge creation and to address specific institutional goals and 

issues (Lock, 2006; Smith, 2001).  Researchers have shown that the use of technology and social 

interaction as a means to transform the ways we think, work, and communicate in the field of 

education can be a viable solution to improving professional practice (Foti, 1997; Januszewski & 

Molenda, 2008).  Intentional integration of technology and a learning community model creates 

a unique platform which enables facilitation of knowledge and collaborative inquiry for the 

purpose of enhancing teaching and learning (Lock, 2006). 

 In present day educational contexts, savvy professionals are aware that they are 

consummate scholars continually seeking new knowledge to improve practice; utilization of 

learning communities incorporate the use of technology and social interaction as a means to 

facilitate professional learning (Hord, 2009; Lock, 2006; Wenger & Snyder, 2000).  Exploring 

new methods to advance professional practice through utilizing technology in a professional 

development realm represents a means through which learning may be improved (Claussen, 

Aquino, & Widerman, 2009) by expanding traditional professional roles, introducing new 

perspectives, and integrating more technology into teaching practices (Wesley and Buysee, 

2001).  

Facilitating Online Learning Communities 

Research suggests that the role of the facilitator is one of the most pivotal factors in an 

effective, sustainable community (Johnson, 2001; Gray, 2004; Tarmizi, Vreede, & Zigurs, 2006; 

Kimball & Ladd, 2004).  Effective facilitators must create a culture where inquiry is valued and 

there is a structure for learning experiences that benefit the community as a whole through 

understanding the goals and common purpose of the community (Borko, 2004).    Further a 
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facilitator’s role includes “providing strategic leadership…promoting capability for 

innovation…[and] coordinating and encouraging the self-generation of information sharing and 

knowledge building (Australian Government Information Management Office, 2006, p.2).”  

Understanding a facilitator as someone whose role is to “network and connect community 

members by encouraging participation, facilitating and seeding discussions and keeping events 

and community activities engaging and vibrant (Fontaine, 2001, p. 18)” aids in constructing an 

understanding of importance of the role of the facilitator in a learning community. 

 

Online Teacher Professional Development 

 

 In the field of educational reform, many solutions have been examined; however, 

improving professional learning for educators has become one of the most significant factors in 

improving academic achievement and initiating school change (Darling-Hammond, et al., 2009).  

There is great need for reform in the area of teacher professional development and “despite 

recognition of its importance, the professional development currently available to teachers is 

woefully inadequate [where it is] fragmented, intellectually superficial, and do[es] not take into 

account what we know about how teachers learn (Borko, 2004, p. 3).”  Taking steps to improve 

teacher learning is essential and many recent studies have identified integration of emerging 

technologies into teacher professional development as a key component of advancing innovation 

and achievement in teaching and learning (Little, et al., 2009; Partnership for 21
st
 Century Skills, 

nd).  Online teacher professional development is a professional development opportunity that 

provides flexibility within teachers’ schedules, offers a variety of resources (in some cases 

resources not locally available), and provides real-time, work-embedded support using the 

Internet as a vehicle of delivery (Dede, et al., 2009). Further, online teacher professional 
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development offers new possibilities to educators by facilitating access to experts in the field, 

necessitating collaborative participation in teaching, allowing extended time for reflection and 

dialogue, permitting greater flexibility in scheduling and timing, giving greater control in 

development of personal learning spaces, and empowering teachers through the opportunity to 

take ownership of their own learning (Sprague, 2006).  Research suggests that effective teacher 

professional development also includes: connecting professional development to practice while 

focusing on student learning, building strong relationships and networks with other educators, 

and utilizing a collaborative and collegial approach (Servage, 2008; Darling-Hammond, et al., 

2009); these aspects and many more may be supported using technology and an online platform 

in teacher professional development.  Moreover, online teacher professional development has the 

capability to support development of a more systematic approach to professional learning, where 

teachers equipped with the tools and support which may lead to improved student learning (Hirsh 

& Killon, 2009).  Finally, utilizing the Internet as a medium to host a learning community has 

many advantages because the use of Internet technology has the ability to grow and strengthen 

communities (Schlager & Fusco, 2003). 

In order to transform schools and improve academic achievement, professional learning 

must be improved and the creation of learning communities in the form of online learning 

communities have been recommended as possible solution (Hirsh & Killon, 2009).  Online 

learning will be an important avenue through which both students and teachers may pursue 

learning in the future (Lock, 2006; Sprague, 2006) and online teacher professional development 

may also construct a bridge allowing educators to move more seamlessly between preservice 

phases into becoming new teachers and finally continuing teacher development (Sprague, 2006). 
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Purpose of this Study 

Better understanding factors utilized by facilitators in the management of online learning 

to facilitate learning and improve practice is important in the creation of efficient, sustainable 

communities which may support professional development.  Previous studies investigating the 

role of the facilitator in professional development propose that the facilitator is one of the single 

most important factors in the success of the program (Borko, 2004; Bolam, et al, 2005; Lock, 

2006).  Based on these findings, it is the role of the facilitator that this study aims to examine in 

greater detail in order to form an improved understanding of the factors that are utilized in 

managing online learning communities which may then inform new or existing communities. 

The research questions to be addressed in this study are: 

1. What are the strategies and tactics that facilitators use to manage online learning 

communities for professional development? 

2. How might these factors be used to construct and support new online learning 

communities? 

Benefit of this Study 

Presently, few studies have been conducted on online learning communities and even 

fewer have analyzed and described the role of a facilitator in this type of environment (Tarmizi, 

Vreede, & Zigurs, 2006; Johnson, 2001; Gray, 2004).  Understanding the roles, tasks, and 

characteristics of facilitators of various types of online learning communities is a key component 

to discovering replicable trends of sustainability in well-established communities. 

In 2009 EDUCASE conducted a study identifying challenges in teaching and learning, 

many of the issues identified  can be successfully addressed through teacher professional 

development online learning communities.  Specifically these challenges  were identified as 
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promoting faculty adoption and innovation in teaching and learning utilizing technology and 

finding ways to advance innovation and technology in education despite financial restrictions 

(Little, et al., 2009).  Making educational professionals more fully aware of the pedagogical 

implications associated with introducing emerging technologies in areas of teaching and learning 

support new standards of 21
st
-century education (Little, et al., 2009).  Further, research agendas 

of organizations ranging from the United States government to top educational organizations 

such as the National College for School Leadership, the Graduate School of Education at 

Harvard University, the National Staff Development Council call for exploring new designs for 

teacher professional development utilizing technology and online models (Sprague, 2006; 

Darling-Hammond & McLaughlin, 1995; Darling-Hammond, et al., 2009).  Facilitation is critical 

in establishing and sustaining online teacher professional development (Tarmizi, Vreede, & 

Zigurs, 2006) and there is a comprehensible demand for constructing an understanding of the 

factors utilized by current facilitators in management of active online learning communities. 
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CHAPTER 2 

Literature Review 

 

Introduction 

 In order to better understand the factors utilized by facilitators of online learning 

communities to create, manage, and use processes and resources to facilitate learning and 

improve practice a review of the current literature was conducted.  The areas of research, 

significant to this capstone project, that were examined closely were foundationally communities 

of practice which provided the framework allowing research areas to extend into exploration of 

learning communities and online learning communities.  Through the perspective of online 

learning communities, facilitation as well as online professional development for education were 

also examined.  Combined, this research suggests that facilitation of online learning communities 

is an area requiring additional inquiry to enhance understanding of the ability to conduct online 

learning communities in an educational professional development capacity. 

Parameters for Research 

The community metaphor is used heavily throughout research about groups of 

professionals who engage in collaborative learning and knowledge production.  Some authors 

have used the many terms to describe a community interchangeably throughout writings (e.g.; 

Muirhead, 2009; Clausen, Aquino, & Wideman, 2009; Hord, 1997 ) and some have intentionally 

and purposefully selected a specific term (Vescio, Ross, & Adams, 2008; DuFour, 2004; 

Garrison & Arbaugh, 2007; Gunawardena et. al, 2004, Wenger, 1998; Wenger & Snyder, 2000).  

While the focus of this capstone project will be specifically on learning communities and online 

learning communities in order to get a more complete understanding of what is already known 
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about community learning and knowledge production; many terms were researched including:  

“learning communities”, “professional learning communities”, “communities of practice”, 

“learning communities”, “online/virtual learning communities”, “online/virtual communities of 

practice”, “online/virtual professional development communities”, “wisdom communities”, and 

“communities of inquiry”.  Research related to facilitation was conducted using search strings 

such as: “online facilitation”, “virtual facilitation”,  “facilitation and online professional 

development”, “facilitation”, “moderation of online communities”, and “moderation online”. 

Research exploring the facilitation of online classes was excluded because the focus of the 

facilitator was building course knowledge and community instead of centering the focus around 

a group of practitioners to build a sustainable learning community.  Over 100 articles were 

examined in this process, ranging in date from 1978 to 2010, focusing primarily on 2000 to 

2010, utilizing the EBSCO, ERIC (the US Department of Education’s Educational Resources 

Information Center), WilsonWeb, Gale (Cengage Learning), and Google Scholar databases. The 

resulting articles were grouped into four categories: theory, learning communities, online 

learning communities, online professional development, and facilitation of online learning 

communities, and are explicated more fully below. 

Framework Shaped by Theory 

When considering an online learning community model for supporting knowledge, 

growth, and development, it is important to explore the theoretical foundations upon which the 

model is based.  The learning community model uses a social constructivist approach that 

recognizes the concept of learning as an effort to synthesize information and experience (Hord, 

2009).  Vygotsky’s conception of social constructivist learning adds the stipulation that learning 

environments are collegial and draw from authentic activities and contexts (1978).  Additionally, 
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a social constructivist perspective recognizes the importance of context or situativity in learning 

and knowledge development (Putnam & Borko, 2000).  A situative perspective has three primary 

tenants that inform both social constructivist and learning community models.  First, cognition is 

situated in experiences and activities where importance is placed on authentic activities as a part 

of learning (Wenger, 1998).  Second, using a sociocentric view, cognition is recognized as a 

social endeavor where communities can provide cognitive tools to help individuals maximize 

learning through their experiences (DuFour, 2004; Garrison & Arbaugh, 2007; Gunawardena et. 

al, 2004, Hord, 2009; Neff, 2002; Palloff & Pratt, 1999).  Finally, cognition is distributed, 

meaning, cognition does not solely belong to a specific individual rather it is generated and 

supported by a community (Putnam and Borko, 2000).   

Utilizing technology (methodology applying to application and development of various 

machines, tools, and techniques) to facilitate social interaction has been used consistently 

throughout the history of education (Seattler, 1990).  However, as technological solutions are 

applied in the field of education, retaining the social elements are equally important as suggested 

by the father of modern education, John Dewey (1916, p. 99): 

“Education is a social process…Education is growth…Education is, not a preparation for 

life; education is life itself.” 

 

Thus combining technology and social interaction has powerful potential, in the field of 

education, to change the way we think about knowledge and learning.  

This research provides convincing evidence that social constructivist and situative 

perspectives serve to inform how learning communities and online learning communities support 

learning.  Such theoretical underpinnings are no guarantee that learning will occur; however, 
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such an understanding can inform the design of a learning community, specifically an online 

learning community, which ultimately serves as the focus of this capstone research. 

Learning Communities 

 The metaphor for community as a way to describe collaborative environments has been 

used widely throughout educational contexts (Schwier, 2002).  Numerous learning environments 

using the community label emphasize constructivist learning with a social constructivist 

interpretation (Tu & Corry, 2002).  When constructing and labeling a collaborative learning 

environment, gaining a fundamental understanding of the basic types of learning community 

metaphorsis critical to understanding and interpreting the community.  Therefore, for the purpose 

of this capstone project, leading terms using the community metaphor were primarily considered 

and include: wisdom communities, communities of inquiry, professional learning communities, 

communities of practice, learning communities, and online learning communities.  The 

community metaphors are in many ways interrelated; however, each conveys a specific meaning, 

characteristics, and implications. 

Learning community models 

Models of collegial collaboration are numerous and have a wide variety of applications 

ranging from use in corporations, to governments, to schools, to even social networks (Wenger 

& Snyder, 2000; Neff; 2000; Johnson, 2001; Hord, 2009; Gunawardena, et. al, 2006; Clausen et. 

al, 2009).  These varying models are labeled with many names all of which carry specific 

meanings.  In this field of study, several widely accepted literature reviews and articles consider 

the terms learning communities, professional learning communities, communities of practice,  

wisdom communities, and communities of inquiry as synonymous and use them interchangeably 

(e.g. Muirhead, 2009; Clausen et. al, 2009; Hord, 1997 ). While the terms share many similarities 
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and are closely linked, there are fundamental elements which serve to suggest that they are vastly 

different types of communities (Clausen et al., 2009; Wesley & Buysee, 2001).   

Specifically examining each term helps to provide a more clear understanding to aid in 

the classification of the communities under review for the project.   First, wisdom communities 

are communities that “share a common mission, engage in reflection and dialogue, believe in 

mutual trust, respect, and commitment, care for the common good, and empowers it members 

(Gunawardena, et al. 2004).”  Through these means a wisdom community may encompass 

mentoring and learning to support knowledge innovation which may lead to transformational 

learning within the community (Gunawardena, et al. 2004).  Next, throughout writings, a specific 

definition for a community of inquiry is not clearly articulated however; the framework of the 

three primary elements (social presence, cognitive presence, and teaching presence) are 

specifically identified and have been thoroughly researched to provide meaning and explanation 

for this type of community (Garrison & Arbaugh, 2007).  These elements combine to construct 

an educational experience, support discourse, set climate, and select content within a community 

(Garrison & Arbaugh, 2007).  Professional learning communities are defined as, “teachers 

work[ing] collaboratively to reflect on practice, examin[ing] evidence about the relationship 

between practice and student outcomes, and mak[ing] changes that improve teaching and 

learning for the particular students in their classes (McLaughlin and Talbert, 2006, p. 4).”  

Professional learning communities are most often found in educational contexts and have the 

unique distinction of focusing on improving student learning (Vescio, Ross, & Adams, 2008).  

Next, a community of practice incorporates many of the components of the communities 

previously defined yet is unique.  Building on the initial research on communities of practice 

spanning over ten years (Cox, 2005); Wenger, McDermott, and Snyder defined communities of 
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practice as “groups of people who share a concern, set of problems, or a passion about a topic, 

and who deepen their knowledge and expertise in this area by interacting on an ongoing basis 

(2002).”  The key aspects of this term require that communities share a joint enterprise, mutual 

engagement, and a shared repertoire to produce capability to improve practice (Wenger, 1998).     

 Upon examination of each different type of a learning community, is it clear that are 

aspects of each definition present in the online communities who are the subjects of this capstone 

project.  Each of the terms offered have become commoditized in ways that over time have 

diluted their meanings (DuFour, 2004) however; they each have a wide body of research to 

support their use and can have powerful impact when appropriately used.  Of each of the offered 

terms, the two most likely to classify the communities being studied are communities of practice 

or professional learning communities.  The communities being studied focus on a shared goal 

(Clausen, Aquino, & Wideman, 2009), engage in making practice more transparent (Little, 

2002), establish an environment where members interact and learn together, where professional 

development opportunities and insights may be shared, where instructive practices on how to use 

technology in the classroom are shared, and further opportunities for joint activities and 

collaboration are available for the purpose of improving practice (Wenger, 2006).  It is these 

characteristics that are most aligned with communities of practice which are a type of learning 

community.  Communities of practice mediated by technology and information systems tools 

have influenced the development of online learning communities (Sharratt & Usoro, 2003).  

Learning communities are “developed where groups of people, linked geographically or by 

shared interest, collaborate and work in partnership to address their members’ learning needs 

(Department of Education, 2002, p. 12).”  Learning communities have the ability to increase 

intellectual interaction, promote coherence among learners, and create a sense of common 



14 

 

purpose to increase learning (Kellogg, 1999).  Palloff and Pratt describe online learning 

communities as “the vehicle through which learning occurs online [where] members depend on 

each other to achieve the learning outcomes for the course (p. 29).”  The presence of 

collaborative learning, reflective practice, and transformative learning help to further 

differentiate this type of community (Palloff & Pratt, 2005).  It is for these reasons that online 

learning communities will be the framework used to define the communities to be evaluated in 

this capstone project. 
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Table 1 

Learning Community Models 

Categories Leading 

Theorist(s)  

Definition Implications Historical 

perspectives 

Wisdom 

Community 

Gunawardena communities that 

“share a common 

mission, engage in 

reflection and 

dialogue, believe 

in mutual trust, 

respect, and 

commitment, care 

for the common 

good, and 

empowers it 

members 

(Gunawardena, et 

al. 2004)” 

the wisdom 

community 

expands to 

mentoring and 

learning support 

then to 

knowledge 

innovation finally 

reaching 

transformational 

learning and 

exists within a 

community of 

practice 

(Gunawardena, et 

al. 2004) 

proposes a 

theoretical 

framework and 

an instructional 

design model to 

explain 

collaborative 

learning 

resulting from 

an 

understanding 

and analysis of 

learning theories 

and principles 

related to 

collaborative 

learning 

(Gunawardena, 

et al. 2004; 

2009) 

Community of 

Inquiry 

Garrison, 

Anderson, & 

Archer 

“Constructing 

experience and 

knowledge 

through the 

critical analysis of 

subject matter, 

questioning, and 

the challenging of 

assumptions 

(Garrison, 

Anderson, & 

Archer, 2004, p. 

2)” where learning 

is both 

collaborative and 

reflective 

Communities of 

inquiry support 

higher-order 

learning through 

utilizing the three 

primary elements 

blending social 

presence, 

cognitive 

presence, and 

teaching presence 

to construct an 

educational 

experience, 

support 

discourse, set 

climate, and 

select content 

(Garrison & 

Developed this 

understanding 

through 

empirical 

research of text-

based dialogue 

from formal 

computer-

mediated 

communication 

courses designed 

to develop an 

instrument to 

assess cognitive 

presence in 

online 

communities 

(Garrison, 

Anderson, & 
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Arbaugh, 2007) Archer, 2004) 

Professional 

Learning 

Community 

DuFour, 

McLaughlin and 

Talbert, Hord 

“teachers 

work[ing] 

collaboratively to 

reflect on practice, 

examine evidence 

about the 

relationship 

between practice 

and student 

outcomes, and 

make changes that 

improve teaching 

and learning for 

the particular 

students in their 

classes 

(McLaughlin and 

Talbert, 2006, p. 

4)” 

Teachers interact 

in a collaborative 

environment for 

the purpose of 

improving 

practice (Vescio, 

Ross, & Adams, 

2008) 

 

Community of 

Practice 

Lave, Wenger, 

McDermott, and 

Snyder 

“groups of people 

who share a 

concern, set of 

problems, or a 

passion about a 

topic, and who 

deepen their 

knowledge and 

expertise in this 

area by interacting 

on an ongoing 

basis (2002)” 

communities 

share a joint 

enterprise, 

mutual 

engagement, and 

a shared 

repertoire to 

produce 

capability to 

improve practice 

(Wenger, 1998) 

Term was first 

coined by Lave 

and Wenger in 

1991 as a result 

of studying 

apprenticeship 

as a learning 

model later in 

2000 with the 

addition of 

McDermott and 

Snyder the 

community of 

practice model  

has shifted to 

focus on a more 

corporate 

application of 

knowledge 

management 

(Wenger & 

Snyder, 2000) 

Learning 

Community 

Formed initially 

by Alexander 

“developed where 

groups of people, 

Promote social 

cohesion (Kerns, 
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Meilklejohn 

however; many 

have since 

studied and 

written about 

learning 

communities 

(Kellogg, 1999) 

linked 

geographically or 

by shared interest, 

collaborate and 

work in 

partnership to 

address their 

members’ learning 

needs 

(Department of 

Education, 2002, 

p. 12).” 

et. al., 1999), 

community 

capacity 

building, and 

social, cultural, 

and economic 

development 

(Department of 

Education, 2002) 

to create new 

knowledge 

(Kilpatrick, 

Barrett,  & Jones, 

2003) 

Online learning 

community 

Palloff and Pratt, 

Lock 

“the vehicle 

through which 

learning occurs 

online.  Members 

depend on each 

other to achieve 

the learning 

outcomes for the 

course (p. 29).” 

The presence of 

collaborative 

learning, 

reflective 

practice, and 

transformative 

learning help to 

further 

differentiate this 

type of 

community 

(Palloff & Pratt, 

2005) 

 

 

Community of practice model and learning theory 

Given that learning communities are closely related to the community of practice model, 

it is valuable to review the definition and early concepts as well as typical characteristics of the 

model.   Etienne Wenger defines communities of practice as “groups of people who share a 

concern or passion for something they do and learn how to do it better as they interact regularly 

(2006, 1).”  Communities of practice are formed informally by groups of people with a shared 

expertise or passion (Wenger and Snyder, 2000).  The concepts of communities of practice are 

also constructivist in nature and focus on situated learning within a community (Smith, 2003).  
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Although the idea of a community of practice has existed for centuries, Lave and Wenger coined 

the term based on studies of apprenticeship models of relationships where a community may act 

as a “living curriculum” for the apprentice (Wenger, 2006).  According to Wenger there are three 

dimensions of communities of practice; what it is about, how it functions, and what capability it 

produces (1998).  More specifically it can be characterized by domain, community, and practice 

(Wenger, 2006).  The domain is a shared interest, experience, or knowledge that distinguishes 

members from non-members.  The community is a group of members who act collegially in 

terms of sharing information, engaging in discussions, and participating in joint activities to learn 

as a group.  Finally, the practice is a development of shared practice where members develop a 

repertoire of skills, experiences, and knowledge to increase effectiveness of practice (Wenger, 

2006).  One of the greatest strengths of a community of practice is that they can be informally 

created around a shared experience.  They can also be self-perpetuating constantly generating 

knowledge which in turn reinforces and renews individual participants and the community as a 

whole (Wenger & Snyder, 2000).  The terms and characteristics of a community of practice lay 

the framework by describing vital components of the learning community model, in fact many 

research studies and writings about a learning community model use the community of practice 

model as the foundation (Kilpatrick, Barrett, & Jones, 2003; Sharratt & Usoro, 2003; Brook & 

Oliver, 2003; Tu & Corry, 2002; Schwier, 2002; Buffington, 2003). 

Online Learning Communities 

Throughout the literature published on online learning communities (especially those 

with educational emphasis) many labels including professional learning community, wisdom 

community, community of inquiry, and community of practice have been used to describe online 

learning communities.(Schalger et al., 2002, Mulphy et al., 2007, Gunawardena et al., 2009, 
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Johnson, 2001, Gray, 2004, Sharratt & Usoro, 2003).  Modest research exists in the area of 

online learning communities (although it is growing rapidly), thus in order to gain a full 

understanding it is important to also include online/virtual community research.  Understanding 

previous studies of online communities will help to not only define and characterize present 

communities but to provide guidelines for improving and sustaining communities utilizing the 

Internet as a vehicle for collaboration. 

Johnson describes an online learning community as a virtual community, which is “a 

group separated by space and time … [using] networked technologies in one form or another to 

collaborate and communicate (2001, 53).”  Sharratt and Usoro take the concept one step further 

in defining it as a collaboration of information systems which store, process, and communicate 

information blended with knowledge management which “seeks to leverage the organization’s 

expertise and know-how to add value to the business, utilizing some form of technological 

support system (2003, p. 187).”  Gunawardena, et al. (2009) take perhaps one of the most 

important steps towards defining an online learning community by first defining what it is not. 

According to Gunawarda, et al., an online community of practice is not simply social 

networking, social publishing, social bookmarking, or collective intelligence, but it is the 

integration of these tools to “facilitate collective intelligence through social negotiation when 

participants are engaged in a common goal or a shared practice (2009, 6).” 

Advantages of online learning communities 

The characteristics of online learning communities share the same characteristics as 

traditional learning communities, however, there are many advantages that the online platform 

can produce.  Shared characteristics include community-centered learning (Gunawardena, 2006) 

and establishment of common goals and values (Molphy et al., 2007).  Other similarities enjoyed 
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by both formats include reducing isolation in work environments and creating identity as well as 

establishing a forum to negotiate the meaning of work-related problems (Gray, 2004).  Learning 

communities utilizing an online environment add value in several areas including: (1) absence of 

formal boundaries of time or space, (2) norms do not dominate in an online forum in the same 

ways that they do in traditional communication, and (3) asynchronous communication may aid in 

equalizing communication practices (Johnson, 2001).  Further it has been reported that online 

learning communities have greater ability to achieve economies of scale, have greater diversity, 

and better utilize informal communication channels (Schlager et al., 2002).  Perhaps one of the 

most promising characteristics of online learning communities is their ability bridge “structural 

holes” in networks where people in different professional groups become involved in discussions 

that would not have previously taken place in a face-to-face forum (Ardichvili, 2003). 

Challenges associated with online learning communities 

In addition to facing all the challenges that traditional communities face, online learning 

communities encounter a host of additional challenges.  First, research is growing in the field of 

study concerning online learning communities however; of the narrow body of research that 

exists there are many areas yet to be studied (Gray, 2004; Spargue, 2006; Darling-Hammond et 

al., 2009).  Further, a new set of technical skills need to be learned by participating members 

(Johnson, 2001) which when coupled with actual participation in an online learning community 

may translate into a large time investment.  In addition, as communities are built and sustained 

the moderator must remain sensitive to the competing urgencies of daily work tasks and 

responsibilities (Gray, 2004).  However; given these technical challenges, communities must 

consider that technological issues have less negative influence in the creation of communities 

than do social, cultural, and organizational issues (Wenger, 2001). 



21 

 

An essential key for success of online learning communities is assigning and establishing 

a role for the moderator or facilitator of the community who can appropriately employ effective 

moderating strategies to help sustain the community in times of both high and low utilization 

(Gray, 2004).  The moderator must also employ social presence techniques and be able to handle 

“human issues” related to asynchronous discussions where interaction may be characterized as 

poor, superficial, or impersonal and lacking urgency (Gunawardena, et al., 2006). 

In any successful learning community there must be a willingness to share knowledge 

and a willingness to use the learning community as a new source of knowledge (Ardichvili et al., 

2003).  Trust is a primary facet in the sharing and acquisition of this knowledge.  While 

traditional learning communities face this issue, online learning communities are perceived as 

being more susceptible to this issue because of the pervasive, ubiquitous nature of communities 

utilizing this platform (Johnson, 2001).  Establishment of knowledge-based trust is crucial to the 

survival of the online learning communities.  There are two dimensions of trust that are 

articulated which include trusting other members not to misuse information as well as trusting 

the knowledge in the community as a source of reliable and objective information (Ardichvili et 

al., 2003).  The quality of the information shared has been shown to directly affect participation 

in the community and it is important to recognize that simply sharing information and knowledge 

does not always result in new knowledge (Sharratt and Usoro, 2003).  

Through understanding the definitions, characteristics, and challenges that an online 

learning community faces it is possible to better evaluate, using academic resources, existing 

online learning communities.  The research explores how previous communities have established 

themselves and overcome challenges which serve to better inform both present and future online 

learning communities for the purpose of improved capability to achieve the set goals of the 
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community.  Further, an understanding of this research assists in further developing this capstone 

project by better solidifying the proposal for an online learning community constructed using the 

findings from interviews and evaluations of selected communities. 

Online Teacher Professional Development 

Professional development opportunities via distance education and collegial workplace 

practices have begun to flourish in the for-profit sector and have been noticeably absent in the 

education sector; “on the whole, the field of education has not developed the kind of fine-grained 

investigations of teachers’ collegial workplace practices that have begun to emerge in other 

occupational areas (Little, 2002, p. 919).”  This type of individualized learning also has the 

potential to improve professional development because the structure of learning communities 

have the potential to increase student learning through augmenting teacher knowledge and 

development of new instructional practices and techniques that will spiral down to students 

(Borko, 2004; Darling-Hammond, et al, 2009).   

Through the use of online learning communities, teacher development may be accelerated 

by expanding traditional professional roles, introducing new perspectives, integrating more 

technology into teaching practices (Wesley and Buysse, 2001), as well as facilitating 

participation in reflective communities which allow discussions, sharing, and connection of new 

concepts and strategies to teachers’ own unique concepts (Darling-Hammond & McLaughlin, 

1995).  Also, professional development is critical to student learning and that professional 

development is most effective when it is collaborative and collegial (Servage, 2008).  Finally, 

collaborative professional development may also foster more positive feelings overall as well as 

have the ability to encourage improved teaching techniques (Clausen, Aquino, & Wideman, 
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2009) allowing schools to look at themselves as social organizations and engage in peer 

collaboration and collegial dialogues to improve teaching practices.   

Facilitation of Online Learning Communities 

Communities may grow anywhere communication occurs however; building 

communities that create capacity that have the ability to promote improved professional practice 

is a complicated endeavor which may be best guided by a facilitator (Williams, 1999).  

Separating understanding of the roles, tasks, and duties of the facilitator from the learning 

community may help to provide valuable insight into constructing new communities that have 

the ability to create capacity. 

Community Development 

The specific mechanisms and tasks included in this role may be most easily indentified 

throughout the stages of community development.  Since many research studies and writings 

about learning community models use the community of practice model as the foundation 

(Kilpatrick, Barrett, & Jones, 2003; Sharratt & Usoro, 2003; Brook & Oliver, 2003; Tu & Corry, 

2002; Schwier, 2002; Buffington, 2003) the stages of community development, used to describe 

facilitator tasks, will reflect a community of practice framework.  McDermott, a recognized 

authority in the field of communities of practice, proposed five stages in his model of community 

development which includes: planning, start-up, growth, sustain, and close (2000).  

Understanding and organizing facilitation through each of these stages provides insight into not 

only the specific tasks but also the role of the facilitator throughout the process of developing the 

community. 
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5 stages of community development 

The tasks of the facilitator during the planning stage are important because this stage 

begins with the exploration of the possibility and desirability of the community (Tarmizi & de 

Vreede, 2005).  Also, during this stage the case for the community is established and common 

interests and topics are identified (Tarmizi, de Vreede, & Zigurs, 2006).  During the 

establishment of the case for the community the facilitator aligns member interests with priorities 

while determining the significance of each of the priorities to the community.  In this phase the 

facilitator will also determine whether content related to the focus of the community is pre-

existing, address issues of domain, determine available capacity to provide for the community, 

and establishe the value of the community (Australian Government Information Management 

Office, 2006).  During this phase planning should not be too detailed or structured but should 

instead focus on ways to support development and growth as the community begins to evolve 

(McDermott, 2000). 

Next, the start-up phase is where the community officially begins its launch.  Tasks 

related to start-up may be most easily divided into two segments: building community structure 

and identification of membership and member needs.  Building community structure involves 

identifying goals and operating principles (Australian Government Information Management 

Office, 2006) as well as setting up means to share knowledge and aligning knowledge sharing 

and creation with enabling technology (Tarmizi & de Vreede, 2005).  Determining membership 

and related needs requires identifying member characteristics (level of demand for knowledge, 

willingness to participate, and levels of knowledge and expertise), examining member needs (key 

learning needs, expectations of participation, preferences, and critical success factors), and 

explaining the scope of the community (Australian Government Information Management 
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Office, 2006).  Recruitment of not just members but the right members to support the community 

is also crucial during this phase (Tarmizi & de Vreede, 2005).  Clarifying and reinforcing the 

purpose of the community is also a key role of a facilitator during this phase (iTrain, 2005).  

Finally, this is a critical phase of community development because if the community does not 

establish value quickly it will cease to grow, energy will fall, and the community will cease to 

exist (McDermott, 2000).   An online community adds operational components to the 

facilitator’s tasks during the start-up phase.  A facilitator must develop the web page as tool for 

learning and collegial development, must consider establishment of both public and private 

domains for participation, and construct links and structure for organizing the sharing of 

information (Australian Government Information Management Office, 2006).   

The growth phase increases and expands members’ exposure and network through the 

introduction of new members and ideas (McDermott, 2000).  During this phase facilitators must 

establish trust and lower barriers between members to facilitate the sharing of information 

(Tarmizi, de Vreede, & Zigurs, 2006).  Also, providing members with a sense of ownership is 

also vital to the growth of the community (Australian Government Information Management 

Office, 2006).  Finally, a facilitator must help the group to function during this phase by not only 

building trust but also through strengthening a sense of commitment and fostering an 

environment of mutual support and encouragement (iTrain, 2005).  Recruiting new members and 

adding useful information are also hallmarks of this stage (McDermott, 2000). 

During the sustaining stage a community may be described as mature however maturity 

does not equal stability.  Communities are dynamic in nature which means that changes in 

membership, contribution levels, technology, and the information shared may require adaptation 

and a community in this phase must strive to maintain momentum throughout these changes 
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(McDermott, 2000).  A facilitator must also continue to update the web page to reflect changes, 

continue to monitor and stimulate participation, and provide the community with new and useful 

information (Australian Government Information Management Office, 2006).  Evaluation and 

measurement of the community may also be conducted during this phase where a facilitator may 

examine various factors such as: levels of participation and involvement, the range of 

stakeholders, creation of usable outputs analyzing to determine whether they improve practice, 

the usage of the usable outputs, and member satisfaction (Australian Government Information 

Management Office, 2006).   

The final stage of a community is closing.  A community may close if it is no longer 

active (member have faded away), it fails to achieve its primary purpose or is serving no 

purpose, or has turned into a social club (Australian Government Information Management 

Office, 2006 & McDermott, 2000).  During this phase members should be consulted, group 

members should be recognized for their achievements either individually or as a group, and 

members should be contacted to be notified that the community is closing (Australian 

Government Information Management Office, 2006).  Timing of closing the community is also 

vital since “the key to closing a community is to close it before it has lost too many members and 

help it to articulate its legacy (McDermott, 2000, p. 19).” 

Understanding these tasks as components of phases of development may help to better 

clarify the importance and role of the facilitator in online communities specifically allowing 

facilitators to establish value and a common purpose for the community, building structure and 

identifying member needs, expanding members’ exposure and network, and evaluating and 

measuring utilization and effectiveness of the community to achieve the common goal. 
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Summary 

This literature review provides a research based foundation upon which to develop an 

understanding of the history and importance of collaborative learning in teacher professional 

development.  It also clarifies the purpose and value that learning communities, specifically 

online learning communities, may have in terms of the potential to facilitate teacher professional 

learning, improve practice, and thus increase academic achievement.  Finally, this literature 

review provides an understanding of factors used by facilitators to manage an online learning 

community for teacher professional development is vital component for effective use.  The 

amalgamation of this literature review serves to inform the design, methodology, and 

implementation of each of the following components of this capstone project.  The project 

components are divided into three categories: scholarship, service and leadership, and teaching.  

The scholarship component will serve to provide a better understanding of facilitation of online 

learning communities through facilitator interviews, observation, and site analysis of existing, 

well-established online learning communities.  The service and leadership component will 

encompass developing a presenting an online learning community model to the Greenville 

County School District for the purpose of connecting educators, supporting and promoting 

technology use in secondary classrooms, and aiding in improving student learning.  Finally, the 

teaching component will entail creation of education and training materials related to the use of 

the proposed online learning community. 
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CHAPTER 3 

Introduction 

 This capstone project proposal is designed to highlight three major components 

associated with scholarship, leadership, and teaching in the field of educational technology.  

Next, I will describe each component and the ways in which they provide evidence of my 

continued growth in my professional practice. 

Components of Projects 

Part 1 Scholarship: Review of Literature: Facilitation in Online Learning Communities 

 To better understand, facilitation of online learning communities, I propose the 

investigation of two online learning communities in order to explore: 

1. What are the strategies and tactics that facilitators use to manage online learning 

communities for professional development? 

2. How might these factors be used to construct and support new online learning 

communities? 

The literature review is a fundamental component of this project because it provides a 

research-based foundation to inform the design, methodology, and implementation of the entire 

project.  Further, it clarifies the history, purpose, value, and even future potential of online 

learning communities while building an understanding of the facilitators’ roles within these 

communities.  Finally, the literature review will strengthen the project overall by establishing ties 

between peer-reviewed established research and the topics and content within this project. 
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Part 2 Service& Leadership: Collection of data to support understandings of facilitation 

The data sources that will be used to inform the research include a thick description of 

each online community of practice site, in-depth semi-structured interviews (see appendix for 

proposed questions) with the facilitators from two online communities of practice, and an 

analysis of the activities both the facilitator and participants are engaged in. Below, each element 

of this research project is discussed in greater detail. It is hoped through such research, designers, 

facilitators, and participants can develop a deeper understanding of how to meaningfully engage 

participants in online learning environments and meaningfully sustain communities of practice 

online. 

Online Learning Community Site Selection 

The two communities were selected using the purposive sampling approach (Glesne, 

2006).  The first community selected, Classroom 2.0 (http://www.classroom20.com, 57,716 

members as of July 2011 was selected because it is a well-established community with a large 

memberships, frequent activity, and permanent information posted by members.  The second 

community, Instructional Technology Users Group (http://www.srvusditug.ning.com,  109 

members as of July 2011 was selected because it is a less well-established community with fewer 

members, less frequency of activity, and less permanent information.  The communities were 

selected because of their focus on education technology in the classroom.  All communities have 

been designed using the Ning platform.  It was not the original intent of the design of the 

evaluation to use all communities in the same network however; the many established 

communities appear to be using this platform and in order to make more reliable comparisons 

between the larger and smaller communities, the constant feature will be the Ning platform. 
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Data Sources 

 The methods used to collect data throughout the evaluation will be qualitative in nature. 

A combination of site analysis (observing activity, structure, details, and features) and 

interviewing will help to form an understanding of the routine roles, tasks, and strategies of site 

facilitators.  

 A minimum of two standard, open-ended interviews (with facilitators from the identified 

communities) will be conducted.  Interviews were selected as a primary method of data 

collection because of their ability to aid in the understanding of central themes while allowing 

the “story” behind participant experiences to be pursued more in-depth (Glesne, 2006).  Potential 

interview candidates will be sent an interview request letter (Appendix A) and once participants 

have agreed to participate in the study, an interview time will be established and the interviews 

will be conducted in an online environment using Skype as the primary tool to record the 

interview and Jing as a backup recording tool in the event of technical difficulties.  The 

interviews will consist of five primary pre-written questions (Appendix B) based on 

McDermott’s Five Stages of Community Development (McDermott, 2000) with the addition of 

follow-up questions to further probe responses given during the interview.  Also, in order to 

create a more rich description of the facilitator, questions will also be asked about background 

and future recommendations.  Also, the participants will receive a copy of the interview 

questions via email prior to the scheduled interview. In addition, an inventory of the activities 

and resources available on each site will be conducted and framed for further review. 

Site Analysis 

An inventory of each site’s activities and resources will be conducted noting how such 

features are used by the facilitator and participants.  Data collected from the site analysis will be 
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in the form of site descriptions of structure, activity, features, and content.  To ensure that the 

selected sites are analyzed similarly a sixty item rubric will be used (Appendix C).  The 

development of this rubric was based in part on an article written by website usability expert, 

Jakob Neilson (2001) and was adapted by the researcher from a corporate homepage perspective 

to an online learning community perspective.  Also, several items were included in the rubric 

after a cursory review of several existing online learning communities.  This data will be 

valuable because during the semi-structured interviews with site facilitators, several questions 

will be designed to elicit feedback regarding facilitators perceptions of how activities and 

resources were selected, implemented, and what types of usage patterns are they seeing. This 

analysis will be useful in better understanding what types of activities and resources are most 

useful, engaging, and sustain community members’ involvement and success.   

Data Analysis 

 Following the conclusion of each interview the dialog will be transcribed to help organize 

and analyze the information (McLellan, MacQueen, & Neidig, 2003) it will also be transcribed 

as soon as possible to better ensure accuracy (Glesne, 2006).  Next, the transcripts will be 

reviewed for key words and categories which will begin to suggest general patterns.  Following 

the establishment of patterns, coding schemes will be developed and applied to the transcripts to 

help identify the pertinent roles, tasks, and characteristics of the participants (Meyers & 

Newman, 2007). 

 To increase the validity of the study several verification procedures will be followed.   

Clarification of researcher bias will be addressed through reflection on researcher subjectivity 

and how it is used and monitored in throughout the project (Golafshani, 2003).  Also, member 

checking will be applied by providing interview transcripts and analytical thoughts with the 
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participants, via email, to ensure that their responses are being accurately reflected.  The 

participants will also receive a final copy of the project.  Finally, peer review and debriefing via 

selected cohort members will be utilized to gain an external reflection on the research methods, 

analysis, and conclusions (Glesne, 2006). 

 To increase the reliability of the study several measures will be employed.  First, the 

researcher will carefully report (using rich, thick description) the methodology and data 

gathering throughout the project (Glesne, 2006).  Also, since multiple interviews will be 

conducted an interview protocol will be constructed to guide administering and implementing 

each interview to ensure that they are conducted similarly.  Next, each interview will be recorded 

to aid in ensuring the accuracy of the interview transcripts. Finally, experts in the field 

Educational Technology will review interview questions to help ensure that the questions being 

asked may elicit appropriate data for this project.  

Part 3Teaching: Creation of design document detailing findings and implications 

  A design document will be created to communicate the findings from the previous two 

parts of the project.  Structuring the data analysis results and lessons learned concerning the 

project in a reusable form has been referred to as packaging experience (Briand, Defferding, & 

Rombach, 1997).  Packing experience in the form of a design document is important because it 

may provide future designers of online learning communities with guidance communicating 

what must be done (or not done) to succeed, aid in creation of a rational design instead of an ad 

hoc basis, and allow ideas and concepts to be transferred from one project to another (Parnas & 

Clements, 1986). 

The organization of the design document will be a reflection of the data collection 

process and will follow the general categories of the interview questions: Facilitator Background, 
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Planning, Start-up, Growth, Sustaining, Closing, and Recommendations.  Each section will 

include an analysis and interpretation of the related data with results, conclusions, and lessons 

learned.  Throughout researching several sources for a singular format of a design or 

requirements document it has become apparent that there is no uniform standard.  Using the 

structure proposed above includes primary elements found in many design documents however; 

allows the flexibility to report the research findings in an organized fashion that contributes to 

the overall strength and validity of the project. 
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Appendix A 

 

Sample of Interview Request Letter 

 

Dear <Facilitator Name>, 

 

I am a doctoral candidate at the University of Florida in the Educational Technology program.  I 

am currently working on my capstone project where I am interested in gaining an understanding 

of the strategies and tactics that facilitators use to manage online learning communities in a 

professional development capacity and how these factors might be used to inform, construct, and 

support new communities. 

 

After conducting research to identify communities, your community stood out as a vibrant 

community where members are active and meaningful content is shared and available in ways 

that improve professional practice.  I believe your perspectives and experiences from a 

facilitator’s point of view will be instrumental in gaining an understanding of a facilitator’s role 

in a thriving, meaningful community. 

 

Would you be interested in contributing to this research study by participating in an interview 

conducted and recorded using Skype?   I would like to ask questions about your background, 

phases of community development, and your recommendations to other facilitators.  If you have 

an interest in being part of this study, please email me your contact information and some 

convenient times for you when we can schedule an interview. 

 

Thank you for your time and consideration, I look forward to hearing from you. 

 

Regards, 

Kris Kelly Frady 
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Appendix B 

Proposed Interview Questions  

Background 

 How would you describe your background? 

 What was your motivation to facilitate your present community? 

#1 Planning 

 During the planning phases of the community, what were the most important 

foundational elements and structures to support community building and to scaffold 

future learning?  

o Since your community has become more developed has the importance placed on 

those original foundational elements changed?  If so, how? 

#2 Start-up 

 As you built community structure how did you recruit members and communicate the 

values of the community? 

#3 Growth 

 How do you support and encourage motivation with respect to information exchange 

within your community? What are some specific strategies used? 

o Do you have issues with the quality of information exchanged?  If so, what are 

your techniques for handling issues related to information exchanges? 

#4 Sustaining 

 Describe your experience as an online facilitator. 

o What do you do that your members like? 

o Have you done anything that has made members angry, upset, or irritated?  If so, 

what? 

o As your community has grown, how do you accommodate shifting interests to 

maintain momentum through changes in membership, technology, and 

information exchanged? 

#5 Closing 

 Many communities experience challenges, some of which may prompt the closing of the 

community.  What are your community’s greatest challenges?  How do you address these 

challenges? 
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o When do you believe it is appropriate to close a community? 

Recommendations 

 What are your recommendations to other (current and future) facilitators? 

 Are there specific research studies and writings that you have found helpful in aiding 

your understanding of community facilitation? 
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Appendix C 

Site Analysis Rubric 

Item Analyzed P
resen

t 

So
m

ew
h

at 

P
resen
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N
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P
resen

t 

N
o

t 

A
p

p
licab

le 

Researcher 

Comments 

General Site Layout – Visible Feature description also explaining 

structure 

 

 

 

 

     

Discussion Boards      

1. Chat or discussion features don’t show generic links but have actual 
discussion topics 

     

2. Topics are meaningful to the purpose of the group, not cursory (i.e. 
purposeful interaction) 

     

3. Members participate in discussions      

4. Facilitator presence is noticeable in discussions       

5. Various discussion topics are available and are either updated 
regularly or closed when no longer being used 

     

Media      

Pictures and Graphic Design      
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6. Uses graphics to show real content, not just decorate the page      

7. Labels graphics and photos if their meaning is not clear from the 
content of the story they accompany 

     

8. Photos are appropriate for the display size      

9. Limits font styles and other text formatting, such as sizes, colors, and 
so forth on the page because over-designated text can actually detract 
from the meaning of the words 

     

10. Uses high-contrast text and background colors so that type is as 
legible as possible 

     

Other Media Files      

11. Audio files are used on the site      

12. Video files are used on the site      

13. Other media formats      

Help      

14. User assistance is  easy to find and available for members who need 
help or who have errors 

     

15. Help manuals and/or how-to topics are available      

Member Information      

16. Site is restricted to members only      

17. Includes profile pages      

18. Site includes a “Privacy Policy” link on the homepage indicating how 
member information is shared or not shared 
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19. Standards of behavior are posted or are communicated to members      

20. Links to members alternate sites (blogs, research pages, etc…)      

21. Breakout groups are provided within the larger group      

22. Members of the site appear to be interacting with each other (not only 
the facilitator) 

     

Ratings and Awards      

23. Has received specific ratings/awards/recognition      

Communicating the Site’s Purpose      

24. Shows company name and/or logo in a reasonable size and noticeable 
location 

     

25. Includes a tag line that explicitly summarizes what the site or 
company does 

     

26. Emphasizes what the site does that is valuable to the member      

27. Emphasizes highest priority tasks so that users have a clear starting 
point on the homepage 

     

 

Communicating Information about the Group 

     

28. Includes a homepage link to an “About Us” section that gives users an 
overview about the company and links to any relevant details about 
your products, services, company values, business proposition, 
management team, and so forth 

     

29. Includes a “Contact Us” link on the  homepage that goes to a page with 
all contact information for the company 

     

30. Provides a “Feedback”  mechanism, specifying the purpose of the link 
and who will be reading submitted information 
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Content Writing      

31. Avoids redundant content      

32. Refrains from using clever phrases and lingo that make people work 
too hard to figure out what is being said 

     

33. Uses consistent capitalization and other style standards      

34. Spells out abbreviations, initialisms, and acronyms, and immediately 
follows them by the abbreviation 

     

Revealing Content Through Examples      

35. Uses examples to reveal the site’s content, rather than just describing 
it with links to examples 

     

Archiving and Accessing Past Content      

36. Makes it easy to access anything that has been recently featured on 
the site 

     

Links      

37. Differentiates links and makes them scannable      

38. Doesn’t use generic instructions, such as “Click Here” or “More…” as 
link names 

     

39. Allows link colors to show visited and unvisited sites      

40. If a link does anything other than go to another web page (such as 
linking to a PDF file, launching an audio or video player, or another 
application) it explicitly indicates what will happen 

     

Navigation      

41. Primary navigation area is located in a highly noticeable place      
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42. Similar items are groups in the navigation area      

43. There are not multiple navigation areas for the same types of links      

Search      

44. Gives users an input box on the homepage to enter search queries (not 
just a link to a search page) 

     

45. Provides a simple search on the homepage with a link to an advance 
search or search tips 

     

46. Search on homepage searches entire site by default      

Technical Details      

47. UI widgets are clickable, clearly labeled, and do not detract from site      

48. Window title clearly labels the site’s name      

49. URL includes the group’s name and is clear and easy to use      

50. Integrates content with other sites (Facebook, Twitter, etc…)      

News and Press Releases      

51. Headlines are succinct, yet descriptive       

52. Headlines are linked to full news stories      

Advertising and Donations      

53.  Site contains external ads      

54. Site solicits visitors for donations      
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Dates and Times      

55. Shows dates and times for time-sensitive information only      

56. Content is relevant and updated frequently      

57. Activity occurs on site frequently      

Resources      

58. Has free offers for members (ebooks, publications, reports, etc…)      

59. Resources are meaningful and relate to the purpose of the group      

60. Resources are timely and updated often      

 

*Development of rubric is in part taken from Jakob Neilson’s “113 Guidelines for Homepage Usability” 2001 

 


