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ABSTRACT

This self-study assesses the impact on classroom communities using distance learning activities. Five 
activities used in the author’s high school science classes during the COVID-19 pandemic are analyzed 
based on a bilateral framework interweaving transactional distance (student-teacher interactions) and 
social interaction (student-student interaction). A reflective narration of activity development leads to 
a discussion of the effects of activity design on student-teacher and student-student interactions. The 
intersection between these interactions serves as a foundation for analyzing their impact on the classroom 
community. A predominant theme is the psychological separation students face when learning remotely 
and how activity design can intensify or diminish this perceived detachment. This chapter provides an 
exemplar for other educators to consider how transactional distance and social interaction play a role 
in the development of their own classroom communities.

INTRODUCTION

Teachers have been called upon to pivot in these unprecedented times amid the COVID-19 pandemic, 
which disrupted the learning of nearly 1.5 billion students worldwide in March 2020 and continues to 
prevent schools from providing uninterrupted in-person learning (United Nations Educational, Scientific 
and Cultural Organization, 2020). With the uncertainty and mixed messaging that spread around the 
world, many teachers were thrust into distance learning without sufficient professional development. In 
addition to the stressors of personal health, family health and safety, social distancing, and mask wearing, 
teachers faced the additional challenge of bringing students together in an unfamiliar environment and 
engaging them in learning (Darling-Hammond, 2020). While many teachers have been able to create 
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these environments for their students, this chapter helps teachers begin or continue to move beyond the 
“physical” creation of an online learning environment to the creation of a classroom community.

In this chapter, the author describes a range of activities successfully facilitated at a private high 
school in Toronto, Canada. The author uses these activities to explore key strategies for educational 
practitioners to build a sense of community within a distance learning model, regardless of the geographi-
cal location of their students. Readers will recognize distance learning as a psychological separation 
between the learner and instructor, rather than solely a spatial separation (Moore, 2018). This separation, 
termed transactional distance, is “a space of potential misunderstanding between the inputs of instructor 
and those of the learner” (Moore, 1997, p. 22). The acknowledgement of transactional distance allows 
educators to utilize differentiated instruction to promote the well-being and academic success of their 
students by creating a positive classroom community. Moreover, readers will learn that an increase in 
social interaction does not necessarily lead to a decrease in transactional distance. This chapter is guided 
by the following key questions:

1.  How do the levels of transactional distance between learners and their teacher and social interaction 
between learners and their peers vary between distance learning activities?

2.  How do varying levels of transactional distance and social interaction assist teachers in building a 
sense of community within a distance learning model?

The present analysis benefits high school teachers, middle school teachers, teacher researchers, and 
educational designers and developers who are creating and facilitating distance learning environments 
across a range of subjects. Moreover, teachers using any learning management system (LMS) can imple-
ment these activities, as they are sufficiently broad in scope to be transferable to a wide range of con-
texts. Finally, readers may also consider their own pedagogy through the lens of transactional distance, 
allowing them to construct activities that better support student well-being and academic performance 
in distance learning environments.

This chapter begins with a review of the literature on building classroom community and the distance 
learning model. Next, the author conceptualizes transactional distance as a framework to analyze a nar-
rative of five activities personally used in a distance learning environment created due to the COVID-19 
pandemic. Subsequently, an analysis integrating current research considers the five activities based on 
how students engage with each other, how students engage with the teacher, and the intersection between 
social interaction and transactional distance towards the development of the classroom community. Af-
ter reflecting on the concerns and limitations of this chapter, the closing remarks suggest directions for 
future examination of the use of transactional distance and social interaction in the design of distance 
learning activities to solidify this chapter’s position in the literature.

BACKGROUND

When accounting for both student autonomy (Weiss & Belland, 2018) and e-learning context (Benson 
& Samarawickrema, 2009), online learning activities can build community in ways that mirror in-person 
learning. Earlier work by Rovai (2001) identifies four tenants that underlie the manifestation of class-
room community:
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