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Chapter 1V

Group Method: Virtual
Teams and Communities

At this time, group or team learning is probably the clearest pedagogical
approach to distance learning in the research literature. With a strong basis in
learning theory, time and again those practicing and writing about distance learning
have focused on learning through teams and discussed the dynamics of communi-
cationamong students and faculty that occurs when this approach is taken. Inthis
chapter, [ examine the nature of community in traditional higher education, the
research literature on virtual teams, and lessons learned in business in relationship
to virtual teams applicable to distance learning.

The 2000 survey showed that most distance learning administrators (32.0%
“strongly agree,” and 52.1% ‘““agree’) distance learning administrators state that
their courses offer an opportunity to collaborate with other students on projects.

Figure 8: Collaboration Among Students on Projects (Question 42)

Courses offer opportunity to collaborate with other students on projects.

Cumulative
Frequency Percent | Valid Percent Percent
Valid strongly agree 54 30.7 32.0 32.0
agree 88 50.0 52.1 84.0
disagree 22 12.5 13.0 97.0
strongly disagree 5 2.8 3.0 100.0
Total 169 96.0 100.0
Missing  System 7 4.0
Total 176 100.0
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Inthe interviews with administrators from the 2000 study, student collabora-
tion wasidentified by many administrators as important. Inthe followinginterview,
the administrator points out the difference between online and traditional corre-
spondence courses as centering on the ability to collaborate.

Thatisimperative. Mostofthe faculty require in online courses threaded
discussions and/or chatrooms, and require that kind of participation.
Thatisbuiltinto the software package we use. Correspondence courses
[have] probably very little student-to-student interaction. Soifthat’sa
bigpartofa faculty member’s pedagogy, then we can’tdevelop those
[correspondence] courses. And I’d say most of our correspondence
courses are conducive to the isolated student working by themselves
(John Burgeson, Dean, Center for Continuing Studies, St. Cloud
State University).

Indeed, some respondents claim that a stronger sense of community is
developedindistance learning courses than in traditional courses.

Yes, ifyoutalk to the students they tell you that this is more so than in
traditional classrooms (Vice-President, anonymous large, independent,
Eastern U. S. doctoral degree-granting institution).

Respondents spoke about techniques they use to form communities
through various types of personal communication. One common way of
personalizing the online experience is to have students post introductions and
photos of themselves online.

Yeabh, it’s one of the things I’ve worked hard at. Some ofthe things are
small, butifyoudon’tdoit, you’renotas good asifyoudodoit. That
eachstudenthasapicture of themselves online, so that people canknow
whatthey physically look like. Thateach studenthasashortbio[graphy]
ofthemselves online. The way that we have traditionally used that first
hour ofclass, youknow, “tell me one thing about yourselfthatno oneelse
knows.” Here you getbeyond that, how many kids youhave, whatyou
doforaliving, things that getbeyond your bio[ graphy]. Buthereyouhave
apicture of yourselfand abio[ graphy],and you canreaditat will, notjust
the firsthour of the class, before you getto know them. They say, “Gary’s
aninteresting guy. I’m going to look athis bio[graphy] again.” People
know a lot more about each other than they did before we had them do
the online bios. Blackboard has an area for this that they call their own
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