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Problem

The authors identified a “lack of research concerning self-organized online communities of teachers” (p. 280). Because more teachers participate in teacher-created communities rather than those created for the purposes of research, the authors questioned the motivation for teachers to participate in these self-generated communities. The authors felt that identifying why teachers choose to participate and continue to participate in self-generated communities is a question worth exploring because it can “provide new insight into creating teacher professional development programs that better meet teachers’ needs” (p. 280). I do not feel the problem is clearly stated. I believe the authors are attempting to explore the problem of lack of interest in professional development. The teachers in this study have chosen to participate in professional development on their own rather than or in addition to required professional development. The authors seek ways to improve professional development so that teachers will find it more valuable, but the problem of the perception or quality of professional development is not explicitly stated.

Purpose

The authors’ stated purpose for this study was to “examine reasons for teacher participation in online communities of K-12 teachers” (p. 279). Unlike the problem, the purpose of this study was quite clearly stated. The goal of the researchers was to discover the reasons why teachers choose to participate in online communities. Previous literature the authors examined indicated that teacher-generated communities had not been explored. The literature has focused on research-driven communities (p. 283). Because the popularity of teacher-generated communities is growing, the authors of the study felt investigation of teachers’ participation in these communities merited study in order to “investigate teachers’ specific needs” (p. 283).

Hypothesis

The hypothesis of the study is not clearly stated, but based on the purpose and questions generated, as well as the research method, the hypothesis is that teachers participate in teacher-generated online communities because they learn valuable information, connect to other teachers, and grow as professionals as a result of self-directed professional development in ways that required or school/district-mandated professional development does not enable them to do. The hypothesis is non-directional in that the researchers merely expect the teachers in online communities to feel differently about their professional development than teachers who do not participate.

Research Method

The research method used is a case study and is, therefore, qualitative research. The authors justify their use of this method by citing literature (Yin, 2003) that suggests that case studies are “particularly appropriate” when the researchers focus on “how” and “why,” “behaviors in cases cannot be manipulated,” and “research concentrates on contemporary events” (p. 283). The authors explain that “[p]articipation in an online community is a contemporary phenomenon in which the behaviors of the participants cannot be controlled” (p. 283). The researchers gathered data from interviews, archived postings on each of the community networks, community guidelines, and public profiles of members.
Subjects

The subjects of this study included “23 teachers from three self-generated online communities” (p. 279). The authors developed criteria for selecting the cases based on previous literature and their research question. The criteria include 1) online community members should be K-12 teachers; 2) the communities have more than 1,000 members; 3) the community meets the “characteristics of communities in practice” as described by Jones and Preece (2006); 4) the community has been active more than one year; 5) participation in the community is voluntary; 6) the community is organized by members themselves; 7) the community is Web-based rather than a mailing list; and 8) researchers are able to research the community (p. 284). In order to find communities that met all these criteria, the authors conducted an Internet search. Once communities were identified to have met the first seven criteria, the authors asked the organizers’ permission to conduct research, thus fulfilling the final criterion. Of the three communities identified that met the first seven criteria, two allowed the authors to conduct research. However, members of the two communities were able to supply researchers with an additional community that met the first seven criteria that they had not found (p. 284). As is common in qualitative research, the authors used a purposive sample—in this study an opportunistic sample. All of the participants are engaged in a fairly new phenomenon and responded to the authors’ queries regarding their willingness to participate; researchers needed to take advantage of the limited number of communities involved in this new condition and had difficulty obtaining a sufficient sample of participants. The third community is a snowball sample because it was drawn in by members of the first two, and therefore selected as the need for a third sample arose because its members also met the criteria. The small number of subjects involved in the study (23) makes it difficult to generalize results to the teaching community at large, a limitation the authors acknowledge (p. 300).

Results

The authors found that teachers engaged in self-organized online communities for several reasons: 1) sharing emotions related to teaching in order to feel a sense of support (p. 291); 2) the online environment had the advantage of offering a place to share issues that participants did not feel they could share with their local colleagues (p. 293); 3) some of the participants felt isolated in their local school environments, and online connections helped them combat this isolation (p. 294); 4) teachers claimed the online environment allowed them to explore new ideas (p. 295); and 5) teachers felt a “sense of camaraderie” as members of online communities (p. 297). The researchers felt these five reasons were closely related. The anonymity and safe environment allowed teachers to more openly discuss issues and ideas. As a result, the authors recommend two areas for future exploration: 1) teacher emotional sharing; and 2) methods to strengthen teachers’ self-esteem and support teachers’ confidence (p. 299). The authors feel that their results demonstrate a need for teachers to “share both knowledge and emotions” and that previous research has not explored “emotional aspects” of online communities but have focused rather on the sharing of knowledge and ideas (p. 299). The authors feel more research should be done on the impact of emotions on teacher work and learning (p. 299). In addition, the authors felt that professional development programs should be developed that will strengthen teachers’ self-esteem; the anonymity allowed teachers to ask questions without fearing judgment (p. 300). Because the researchers feel the benefits of participating in online communities are great, teachers will participate more in these types of communities in the future, and research needs to investigate these online communities.

Contribution and Flaws

This study could contribute to advancing knowledge about the dynamics of online teaching communities in establishing a framework for future studies. I believe the limited sample size and vague hypothesis hinder the study’s usefulness in that it is difficult to determine what the researchers were hoping to find and whether their findings can be generalized to other groups. I do think the study lays the groundwork for possible future research. It would be interesting to see a quantitative study that examines online teaching communities in the future. It would be interesting to if see statistical data (as opposed to anecdotal) supports involvement in online communities.

Support of and Connection to Job Activities

I participate in several online teaching communities, including the UbD (Understanding by Design) Educators wiki (which I organized), the English Companion Ning (organized by Jim Burke), and Making Curriculum Pop (organized by Ryan Goble). I have grown immensely as a teacher through online collaboration, and I found my experiences in the online communities and my reasons for participating in them are similar to those of the study participants. I chose this study because of my own experiences, and while I was disappointed in the sample size, and I was not sure what the researchers’ hypothesis was, I felt vindicated by their results. I do not think teachers who do not participate in such communities fully comprehend their benefits, and perhaps studies like this one might compel more teachers to try this method of professional development. Jim Burke often calls the English Companion Ning the “world’s largest English department.” As a member of that community, I can seek help and help others, share my opinions and ideas, and obtain valuable feedback. Because of the value I see in online communities, I would encourage other teachers to try them, and I think studies that vindicate their use will encourage more teachers to become involved in online communities.
