Reflection on a Semester in CIC
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My own work is with teachers who are participating in a middle school weather curriculum that uses technology to allow the students to visualize weather data easily and also communicate with their peers around the country.  I have been the moderator / organizer / researcher of the message board the teacher-participants use to communicate with each other and research, technical, and content area specialists.  During my last semester of coursework I was interested in exploring new ways of looking at what I do, and therefore have looked outside the School of Education for courses that would help me with my research.  The School of Information seems to have strong ties, especially in the form of shared students, with my area of focus, Educational Technology.  It was this that initially drew me to courses in SI.  I also knew that you (Professor Resnick) were interested in how online communities work and so looked for courses that you were teaching as logical choices for things I might be interested in.

I chose the Community Information Corps seminar because it seemed a perfect fit for me as it was concerned with how community, technology and information interact, exactly what I was struggling with in my work.  The initial readings by Putnam and Galston, particularly the later, got me thinking about definitions and purposes of community I had not considered before.  Galston’s ideas about exit and voice and how they can form or at least influence community structure gave me a new way to view ‘my’ teacher community.  Putnam’s discussion of social capital as a goal and a product of community led me to reconsider my motivation for choosing a goal for the teacher-participant in ‘my’ message board that was inconsistent with what I knew to be their aims.  I began thinking about how I could make better use of the teacher-participant as a resource for structuring the message board in a way that was useful to them.  Throughout the semester I was constantly reminded, by guest speakers, participants in the class, and readings, that community was not an end in itself, but a means to achieving some larger end.  

I returned to my own work, or thoughts on my work, with a new perspective and asked myself new questions: what kind, if any, of social capital was being built; what kind do I want to see develop; what are the barriers to entry and exit; are they appropriate for my goals; is there a place for teacher-participant voice in the community; do they take advantage of these opportunities if they exist?  These kinds of questions have pushed my own work more explicitly onto a path that it was already implicitly following, if only in parallel.  I had been interested in how to foster deeper, thoughtful and reflective conversations between the teacher-participants using the message board.  I wanted the message board to be a valuable place for them to share with colleagues who could help them meet the challenges of improving their teaching.  I wanted a vibrant community of teachers addressing deep philosophical and pedagogical issues in a way that would help them advance professionally.  I knew that this had not happened in prior years, but I was convinced I had just not stumbled onto the key structure or style of moderation that would allow this deep sense of community to emerge.  I think that CIC has helped me to return to my goals and reexamine the key word in my original idea – valuable.  

Above all else I am interested in hosting a virtual space that teachers find useful in accomplishing their goals.  Prior to this, I was most interested in them accomplishing my goals, and I believe to some large or small extent this has led to a dissatisfaction with the message board for both me and the teacher-participants.  I was thinking that in order to do valuable work I needed to push my own agenda that reflected the current goals of teacher education in general.  Based on this realization – that first and foremost I am interested in something of value to the participants – I am currently setting about to determine what it is they need from me and each other to create a space they find useful.  I am going to provide them an opportunity to have a voice in how support for them is structured.  I am planning to shape the tool to meet the needs of the teachers, not a theoretical need that teachers are ‘supposed’ to have, based on the literature, when implementing new and difficult curriculum.

Over the course of the semester I have also come to a realization about what online community means in terms of the value of face-to-face interactions in a community.  I have always suspected that real community can not develop in a virtual space alone, or at least that the time commitment and gestation period are more extensive in online communities.  My thinking on this was influenced in two way during my time in CIC.  First, explicitly, through Galston and the class discussion on exit, voice and their impact on community.  The low barriers to exit and the low incentive for voice participation in most online communities (or participation structures / environments) make community, at least in an offline sense, difficult to develop.  I think there are ways to overcome this, and exceptions to this, and some were even brought up in the class discussion, but I think these difficulties are a fundamental hurdle that need to be addressed for online community to succeed.  It is also possible that the expectations of what is possible in an offline community should be much different than those of an online community and assuming they can accomplish the same tasks is the real problem.  I do think, however, that face-to-face interactions are far more important to the development of trust and community than is normally accounted for by advocates of online community.  

This leads to the more implicit lesson I learned about the importance of face-to-face interaction for a sense of community – my connection with the CIC community.  One of the difficulties I had during this semester was a sense of ‘otherness’ I felt during my participation in the seminar.  It was not simply that there were conventions, language and social norms that were taken-as-shared by all the other participants that I was not aware of, it was also the lack of connection to a shared physical space.  I see this same feeling of ‘otherness’ even in my own school as I spend less time at school, in particular in classes, and more time on my own work.  A shared physical space allows people to have meetings that are serendipitous.  These unplanned interactions play a major role in creating a sense of community more quickly in face-to-face communities than in virtual ones, and represent one of the major weaknesses of online community.  There is something about all online interactions that requires some level of planning.  True serendipity is not really possible as there is a level of intent that must be present for an online interaction to occur.  This is what I missed with the other CIC students and faculty – a sense of common physical space that allowed for serendipitous interactions which I believe form much of the core of a community.  

This has very explicitly raised a question for me about whether it is a valuable, or even an achievable, goal to have the teacher-participants who use the message board become a community.  The question returns me again to the purposes of my work, and whether I have allowed my interest in a particular theoretical goal to interfere with the creation of a valuable tool for teachers, even if it does not create a community.  Can a community exist without the needs and goals of the participants being foremost in the design and structure of the online space they will be using?

My participation this semester in CIC has pushed my work in a direction that makes sense to me; the direction of empowering the teachers that I work with to form their own space, to meet their own needs.  Perhaps after I can change things to give them voice I can begin to work on mobilizing them, or helping them mobilize themselves to create change in a larger way in their schools.  I take away from this semester that community can become a powerful change agent for good and the bridging social capital that develops can really help all involved in getting ahead.  The questions I still have regard online tools and how exactly they play a role in the process of community formation.

