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ABSTRACT 

The purpose of this exploratory mixed methods research study was to understand 

how the establishment of an online Community of Practice approach supports the 

completion of homework for third grade students in an urban school. The study focused 

on issues of my facilitation and development of such an online community as well as the 

impacts on students within the community experience. While the issues of homework 

quality and completion rates were addressed, the intent of this study went beyond 

evaluation by examining how a Community of Practice evolved and developed among 

young children.  

A mixed method case study approach was selected based on the research 

questions and the diverse types of data that were to be gathered. Results indicated 

students had fun with their peers, engaged in meaningful work, and socialized while 

completing their homework within a Community of Practice. Defining separate spaces 

for socializing and collaboratively completing assignments within the social networking 

platform enabled students to understand the objective for the domain. State assessment 

scores improved; however, more research is needed to determine whether a causal 

relationship exists between this type of homework intervention and student achievement. 

Findings from this study provide new insights to designing and facilitating virtual 

learning communities for children.  
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CHAPTER 1. INTRODUCTION 

The purpose of this exploratory mixed methods research study was to understand 

how an online Community of Practice approach supports the completion of homework 

for third grade students in an urban school. The study focused on issues of my facilitation 

and development of such an online community as well as the impacts on students within 

the community experience. While the issues of homework quality and completion rates 

were addressed, the intent of this study went beyond evaluation by examining how a 

Community of Practice evolved and developed among young children. The following 

chapters provide rich descriptions of the process in addition to quantitative data about 

outcomes and attitudes. It is anticipated that the knowledge generated from this study will 

provide new insights to designing and facilitating virtual learning communities for 

children. Participants in this study included fifteen students and their parents in the 

researcher’s third grade classroom during the 2011-2012 school year.  

Context 

District policy states that all schools within Denver Public Schools (DPS) are 

required to assign homework to students. The Denver Board of Education determined 

that all necessary learning couldn’t be accomplished within the limited amount of time 

allotted for classroom instruction. Therefore homework is routinely assigned to all 

students within the Denver Public Schools system. As the word implies, homework shall 

be completed outside the classroom. The district’s policy states that the amount, length, 

and type of homework at the elementary school level may vary according to individual 
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needs and the classes and courses selected, but the minimum amount assigned for third 

graders is 15-25 minutes, two days per week (Policy IKB- Homework).  

Cooper et al. (2006) presented an exhaustive meta-analysis of research on the 

effects of homework and found for students in grades 3 through 5, the correlation 

between amount of homework and achievement was nearly zero. Cooper and his co-

author's compilation of homework research is interpreted differently among scholars. In a 

later report, Vatterott (2009), noted that while Cooper et al. compiled large amounts of 

data, analyzed it, and made recommendations based on the findings, the meta-analysis 

did not question the validity of the research. Kohn (2007) wrote an entire anti-homework 

book based in part on the Cooper study. Based on the research, his book claims there is 

no academic benefit for homework in elementary school. 

 Some scholars feel there is an overreliance on Cooper’s work (Vatterott, 2009). 

A limited body of literature exists on how homework should be designed for English 

Language Learners (ELLs), but research involving native-born youth has shown 

improvement in homework when students are provided with academic support and access 

to materials. In order for English Language Learners to benefit from homework, language 

support is required to facilitate their comprehension of academic materials (Bang, 2011).  

Do (2012)  recently reviewed over twenty landmark studies and homework meta-

analyses from a variety of journals and books and determined much of the research on 

homework is flawed or ambiguous. Little current research exists related to the effects of 

homework on third grade achievement. The small studies that do exist are not cited to the 

extent of Cooper et al. (2006). Few studies have the power to change years of past 

common practice even if they use more sophisticated analyses.  Despite mixed results 
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from research studies on homework in elementary grades, homework continues to be 

assigned.  

Assigning homework is easy. Getting students to complete it and return with it to 

class is much more difficult. The majority of my students repeatedly neglect to turn in 

homework. I remind, reprimand, take away recess, and call home and talk to parents. I 

reward students who return their homework and make a point to praise them in public. 

Occasionally, this will work for a brief period of time and then this vicious cycle repeats.  

I spend a great deal of class time reviewing homework assignments to ensure that 

my students understand all of the directions and requirements related to their homework 

before they leave school each day. I invest a significant amount of time preparing 

differentiated homework assignments and have become frustrated with the lack of student 

involvement. Sixteen years of this scenario caused me to question the type of homework 

that I was assigning. Every year, the majority of my students never bring their completed 

homework back to school. I view homework as an important reinforcement of what is 

learned in school. This extra practice is helpful to students and when students do not do 

their homework, it negatively impacts their classroom performance. Interventions had to 

be designed to help my students complete their assignments at home. 

Statement of the Research Problem 

The problem is that my students are able to collaborate with their peers within the 

classroom but work in isolation at home. If peer collaboration and communication are 

effective within the classroom setting, why are children expected to work in isolation at 

home while completing homework assignments? Collaboration and community building 

is stressed within elementary classrooms, however, extending this process into the homes 
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of young students is a new concept. Despite the popularity of social networking sites 

amongst children, little scholarly work has been conducted related to children learning 

within these sites (Merchant, 2012).  

My students do not receive support from home for a variety of reasons. Some 

parents work a second job and do not have time to help with homework. Others do not 

know English well enough to help their children. The majority of my students do not 

have books or materials at home to allow them to adequately complete their assignments. 

I believe this lack of support results in the low completion rate of homework assignments 

among my students.  

After reading research studies, books, and practitioner articles, designing and 

facilitating an online Community of Practice that provides materials and peer support 

manifested as a possible solution to this problem.   

Conceptual Framework  

Wenger’s (2006) concept of Communities of Practice (COP) provided a 

framework for designing and facilitating this learning community. A useful framework 

allows researchers to assess specific objectives and link them to desired outcomes. It 

includes both a set of relevant indicators for data collection and a process for integrating 

these indicators into a meaningful evaluation. Communities can generate a variety of 

quantitative and qualitative data related to their activities. This makes it important for a 

framework to support the inclusion and triangulation of multiple sources and types of 

data when examining a community (E. Wenger, Trayner, & de Laat, 2011). Numerous 

reports have indicated the effectiveness of communities of practice in adult learning but 
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few have been done with young children.  A more detailed discussion of Wenger's COP 

model and research supporting it as a model for learning can be found in Chapter 2. 

Research Questions 

This study documented the process of designing and facilitating a Community of 

Practice for young children and evaluated the effectiveness of this intervention to 

improve homework completion. Having access to materials and peer support increased 

the amount of homework that was completed. The questions this exploratory study 

sought to answer were: 

1. How do third graders use technology to facilitate a Community of 

Practice?  

2. How does a Community of Practice designed for children increase the 

amount of homework that is completed, provide support, and promote 

collaboration? 

3. What structures are needed when designing a community for children? 

Summary of Methodology 

A mixed method case study approach was selected based on the research 

questions and the diverse types of data that were to be gathered.  Because this was an 

exploratory investigation, several lenses were employed while collecting and analyzing 

data. 

The participants in this study were fifteen third grade students and their parents 

from the teacher/researcher’s primary classroom in the Denver Public Schools. The 

school serves a low-income urban neighborhood. All students enrolled in my classroom 
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and their parents or guardians were invited to participate in the study.  While permission 

to participate was given for all 27 students in the classroom, only fifteen were active in 

the online community and became the subjects of this study. Parents were co-researchers 

during this study. By looking over the shoulders of their children while they worked 

online, parents provided observations on the online interactions of their child and 

suggested areas for improvement in the online environment. 

During this study, third grade students participated in an online community using 

a social networking tool, Ning (http://www.ning.com), with a mission of collaboratively 

completing homework assignments. The online platform was used after school. Students 

were able to check out Netbooks from me and take them home each night to complete 

homework assignments. Students completed assignments in reading, writing, and math 

related to their daily classroom activities, and were able to post reports, share 

information, and provide help to each other through the online Ning environment. Details 

of the technology environment, sample student postings, and descriptions of assignments 

are provided in Chapter 4.  

Because the focus of the study was to understand how students interact with 

resources, tools, and each other in the Ning, it was crucial to obtain perceptions of the 

experience, as well as views and actions of the learners in the online environment.  

Particular attention was given to observe the dynamics of interactions where there were 

discussions related to perceived student learning rather than simply reporting 

participation rates. The data for the study were collected during the 2011-2012 school 

year. January 18, 2012 marked the first day students began taking Netbooks home and 

completing their homework online. Students took Netbooks home every Monday through 
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Thursday until the end of April. In addition, a less formal post-study follow-up was 

conducted in fall 2012. 

To gather data for this study I conducted a variety of observations, interviews, 

focus groups, and surveys. During the initiation of the study I interviewed parents with 

their children. I conducted virtual observations each night to gather data and ensure the 

students were conducting themselves appropriately within the homework site. Daily 

focus groups with students became part of our morning meeting ritual and routine. 

Individual student interviews were informal and specific questions were based on my 

observations of the site. I had the ability to ask individual students questions during the 

school day and within the discussion forums on the homework site. Parents were 

encouraged to provide me with feedback and suggestions within an ongoing discussion 

forum. Parents also had access to me to express their questions or concerns both before 

and after school. In addition, parents were able to email me, write to me, or telephone me 

for private communication. Parents walk their children to and from the classroom every 

day for security reasons. I had daily contact with all parents involved in this study as I 

greeted my students and dismissed them to their families. This became a time to 

informally discuss questions or concerns that parents had related to the study. My 

students translated for their parents that did not speak English. 

Role of the Researcher 

The role of the educator in the information age allows less time for teachers to 

reflect upon and research their practice. Yet the role of teacher/researcher can inform the 

field of education in profound ways (Latham, 2012). This study required me to combine 

my role as a classroom teacher with that of a researcher. Initially I positioned myself as a 
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leader, however, as the study progressed, I began to learn more than I contributed to the 

experience.  As the children’s teacher, I was available to make sure the virtual classroom 

provided a safe and healthy learning space. I believe that there were possible benefits of 

children’s participation in this study, including becoming a better reader. 

I was aware my knowledge and insider perspective related to my students could 

have led to bias.  Any time data are interpreted there is a chance of researcher bias. This 

is enhanced when the researcher is both the designer of the learning environment and the 

teacher in the children's classroom. From this perspective, my views are impacted by the 

knowledge I gained from reading research related to Communities of Practice and 

Vygotsky’s theories. This knowledge resulted in my design and facilitation of this online 

Community of Practice for children. I took a sociocultural perspective in epistemology. 

In addition, the methods and methodology to collect and analyze the data are a result of 

my synthesis of knowledge related to research practices and recommended ways to 

develop a study that is aimed at rich description rather than predictive and generalization 

power. 

One additional aspect of my role in this study that may impact results is a decision 

to ensure equal access to technology for all students in my classroom. I personally 

purchased Netbooks and cases for all students in order to conduct this research, 

something not usual for teachers in public schools.  The school’s site-based policies 

limited both the access and use of technology for my students.  Using teacher-provided 

Netbooks allowed me the freedom to send them home with my students without needing 

school permission or adhering to school rules and regulations related to how they could 

be used. 
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Limitations 

This study included fifteen students from one urban third grade classroom. 

Findings cannot be generalized to other grade levels or settings. Some information may 

be lost since the researcher was not physically in the homes of the students to observe 

them.  Because my students wanted to please me, this may have biased their responses 

and actions during this study. In addition, my role as teacher/researcher may have biased 

results although the efforts to ensure validity and trustworthiness of the study to counter 

this are outlined in Chapter 3.  

Summary 

Designing and facilitating an online Community of Practice for young children 

provided an opportunity to extend learning beyond the classroom walls and facilitate the 

completion of homework. Children already use social networking sites with their friends 

to communicate and share information (De Souza & Dick, 2009). Using a social 

networking site with the objective of collaboratively completing homework assignments 

provided the added support that students needed to successfully complete assignments.  

Chapter two of this study presents research related to learning communities, 

learning theories, and homework.  Chapter three is a discussion of the methodology used, 

supported by research related to mixed methods case studies. The fourth chapter provides 

additional background information related to this study.  Chapter five presents the results 

from this study. Chapter six is a discussion of the results and suggestions for future 

related research topics. 
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CHAPTER 2. REVIEW OF LITERATURE 

This study examined the design and facilitation of an online collaborative 

homework community for children.  The purpose of this chapter is a review of scholarly 

work to define, clarify and conceptualize learning communities, learning theories, and 

homework practices. Because the majority of participants in this study were English 

Language Learners (ELLs), issues related to homework practices and second language 

learners are addressed. Vygotsky’s theory of learning is applied and discussed in the 

context of designing and facilitating a collaborative learning environment using a 

sociocultural approach. For the purpose of this research, the framework for a Community 

of Practice (COP) was derived from the works of Etienne Wenger. 

Homework 

Throughout history the support for homework has been like a pendulum swinging 

back and forth (Wright, 2010). During the 1960s, homework was perceived as putting too 

much needless pressure on students; achieving academic excellence through homework 

fell apart (Cooper & Valentine, 2001). As time evolved, so did ideas related to 

homework.  In the 1980s and 1990s homework was viewed as valuable and assigning 

greater amounts was thought to be better. As a result, the time six- to eight-year-old 

children spent on homework more than doubled between 1981 and 1997. This increase 

was bolstered by arguments that homework was a method to promote America’s 

international competitiveness (Gill & Schlossman, 2004).  
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Even though attitudes and beliefs related to homework have fluctuated over time, 

to date the role of research in guiding homework policies and practices has been minimal 

(Cooper et al., 2006). For example Skaggs (2007) reported that teachers assign 

homework based on their personal beliefs rather than basing it on research.  Furthermore 

teachers report receiving little or no training in the development of homework 

assignments that enhance learning (Cooper & Valentine, 2001).  

Researchers have opposing views related to the strengths and weaknesses of 

homework practices. For nearly every article claiming the benefits of homework there are 

studies that show the opposite findings (Vatterott, 2009). In a well promoted book aimed 

at practitioners, Marzano, Pickering and Pollock (2001)   claimed a number of studies 

have shown that homework is beneficial for elementary students, using research to 

promote their recommendations for successful teaching strategies. 

Cooper et al., (2006) presented an exhaustive meta-analysis of research on the 

effects of homework that has spurred numerous other authors in their views on 

homework. For students in Grades 3 through 5, the correlation between amount of 

homework and achievement was nearly zero according to this meta-analysis. The authors 

also determined that older students benefited more from homework than younger 

students.  In addition, they reported that more time spent on homework was correlated 

with higher achievement. However, they found when more variables were controlled, 

these correlations diminished.  

The compilation of homework research by Cooper et al. (2006) is interpreted 

differently among scholars. For example, Vatterott (2009) noted that while Cooper et al. 

compiled large amounts of data, analyzed it, and made recommendations based on the 
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findings, the meta-analysis did not question the validity of the research (Vatterott, 2009). 

Kohn (2007) wrote an entire anti-homework book based in part on the Cooper study. His 

book claims, based on the research, there is no academic benefit for homework in 

elementary school. Kohn further claimed that Marzano et al. (2001) misled readers in 

their book. Kohn reviewed the articles and found falsification and misuse of the data 

based on his interpretation of the data. However, Marzano and Pickering (2007) wrote an 

article responding to Kohn adding fuel to the controversy.  

Little current research exists related to the effects of homework on third grade 

achievement. The small studies that do exist are not cited to the extent of Cooper’s work. 

Few studies have the power to change years of past common practice even if they use 

more sophisticated analyses. Some scholars feel there is an overreliance on Cooper’s 

work (Vatterott, 2009). Others feel that most of the past research related to homework is 

unsound. Do (2012) recently reviewed over twenty landmark studies and homework 

meta-analyses from a variety of journals and books and determined much of the research 

on homework is flawed or ambiguous. Despite mixed results from research studies on 

homework in elementary grades, homework continues to be assigned.  

Second Language Learners and Homework 

Each state establishes its own definition for an English-language learner under the 

federal No Child Left Behind Act (Zehr, 2010). The Colorado Department of Education 

defines an English –language leaner as a student whose dominant language is not English 

and whose academic achievement is diminished due to his/her inability to comprehend or 

speak English adequately. English language proficiency is determined by local school 
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districts through the use of approved assessments: 

http://www.cde.state.co.us/FedPrograms/tiii/elpa.asp 

 A limited body of literature exists on how homework should be designed for 

ELLs, but research involving native-born youth has shown improvement in homework 

when students are provided with academic support and access to materials. In order for 

English Language Learners to benefit from homework, language support is required to 

facilitate their comprehension of academic materials (Bang, 2011).  

Many ELLs do not have assistance at home with their homework when it is 

provided in English. When parents do not speak English, they often feel powerless to 

help their children complete homework assignments (“Empowering Hispanic Parents & 

Families at Home | Colorín Colorado,” n.d.). Investigators have reported that parental 

involvement, including involvement in student homework, is related to student 

achievement (Hoover-Dempsey et al., 2001). A later study that yielded similar results 

conducted by Lee and Bowen (2006) examined parent involvement on elementary school 

children’s academic achievement by race/ethnicity, poverty, and parent educational 

attainment. The data revealed differences in how and when parents choose to be involved 

in their children's education, however, all parents reported similar levels of homework 

help.  

Somewhat in contrast to these findings is Bang (2011), who argues 

socioeconomic status is related to children’ s homework completion. He affirmed low-

income families have limited educational resources and parents often work long hours. 

(Corno, 2000) agrees low-income students have fewer resources and less assistance and 

are therefore less likely to complete their homework. Martinez (2011) interviewed Latino 
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high school students that claimed to have difficulty completing daily homework 

assignments due in part to the fact that they could not turn to their parents for help.  

Parents may not be the only resource for helping students complete homework 

assignments. Recent research related to English Language Learners using Facebook to 

facilitate homework completion found more students turned in their homework 

compositions when working together using Facebook than in working alone and 

completing it by hand (Struss, 2012). 

Homework Online 

Online platforms have the potential to facilitate independent and collaborative 

learning, enhance interactions, and develop students’ technological skills (Tay, Lim, Lye, 

Ng, & Lim, 2011). One recent research study that demonstrates this was conducted by 

Henry, Castek, O’Byrne, & Zawilinski, (2012). They used peer collaboration strategies 

and technology to motivate low performing reluctant readers. Their comparative case 

study found that collaborating in an online environment ‘reconceptualized’ low 

performing students’ role within the classroom community. These students were 

transformed into peer coaches by leading and sharing new strategies. Struggling readers 

became empowered and demonstrated greater reader engagement. While this study took 

place within three separate classrooms, it provides some initial support for the use of 

collaboration using technology for reading, writing and communicating online.  

 The method of garnering and exchanging information has changed. Many 

students already use computers to type homework assignments or use the Internet to 

acquire academic information (Leech & Onwuegbuzie, 2007). Numerous teachers are 

using the Internet and computers within their homework practices. It has been reported 
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that 96% of teachers assign homework that requires Internet use. Teachers also use web 

pages to communicate assignments, curriculum content and other information. Eighty-

eight percent subscribe to online educational services or learning management systems 

(“School Districts Using the Internet,” 2007). Through course management systems, K-

12 teachers set up chat rooms for students and post homework assignments online. These 

online capabilities are a step towards making classes a hybrid between traditional and 

online courses (Trotter, 2008). Online discussion boards allow students and teachers to 

exchange ideas related to class topics as well as to share information about homework 

(Higgins, 2008). Mendicino, Razzaq, & Heffernan (2009) claim that fifth grade students 

learned significantly more with Web-based homework than with paper-and-pencil 

homework. Bloxham (2010) wrote a news article claiming teachers say the quality of 

children's homework is poor because students rush to finish it so they can communicate 

with others online. Combining the practice of communicating online with friends and 

completing homework assignments is making homework a social experience. 

In the past, homework was not thought of as a collaborative process. Today, 

social networking sites, like Facebook, have been used to facilitate collaborative 

homework. Struss (2012) found more second language students at the college level 

turned in their homework compositions when using Facebook than with traditional 

methods. No research to date has investigated the design and facilitation of a 

collaborative homework Community of Practice with children. A homework community 

often develops among friends, providing social communication for children that are home 

alone. Homework that promotes internet exchanges among students invites the natural 
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development of a virtual collaborative community (Corno, 2000). Designing an online 

collaborative homework site is a logical extension and use for these resources. 

Many of the studies on the use of online resources for homework for elementary 

students are specific to content areas. These are addressed in the next section, including 

the issues of homework and ELLs and background related to homework online. 

Research on Homework in the Content Areas 

Reading homework 

According to the No Child Left Behind Act 2002, all students are expected to be 

proficient readers by the end of third grade. In many elementary schools, students are 

assigned reading homework to extend their reading time. However, an alarming number 

of students in third grade read below grade level. According to the 2010 Colorado state 

reading assessment, only 70% of all third grade students met or exceeded standards in 

reading.  In my district within Colorado only 51% of third graders scored proficient or 

advanced in reading and at my school only 29% scored proficient or advanced. These 

scores clearly denote that third grade students are not meeting reading expectations.  

Many students do not have adequate reading material in their homes. Providing 

students with reading materials and assistance outside of the classroom to practice 

reading might help low-income second language learners. A growing body of research 

indicates that the best reading practice is reading itself (Rasinski & Padak, 2000). The 

“book flood” studies  by Elley (2000) showed that increasing the amount of reading 

material available to children can “dramatically increase reading achievement.” The 

students flooded with books in this study had twice the gains in reading compared to the 

control group. A historical study where second language learners were exposed to a rich 
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variety of high-interest illustrated story books demonstrated greater than normal gains in 

English language (Elley & Mangubhai, 1983).  However, no current research exists 

related to flooding second language learners with animated electronic books.  

Struggling readers often work alone while completing homework assignments. 

Assigning reading homework does not ensure completion. When young readers struggle, 

they usually resist or quit. Failure to receive feedback on what readers did correctly and 

how they can correct mistakes promotes incorrect practices (Margolis & McCabe, 2004). 

Recent research on the experience and homework perceptions of low-income 

youth found that students reported a need for support with their homework. No students 

recounted doing homework with their friends. Students claimed they relied on family 

members when they needed help, however, the majority of low achieving students 

seldom completed their homework (Bempechat, Li, Neier, Gillis, & Holloway, 2011). 

Instead of looking at time spent on homework or debating the benefits of 

homework, current research examines the type of homework that students enjoy and 

complete. Through appealing homework assignments, teachers have an opportunity to 

utilize a portion of students’ time away from school and cultivate engagement 

(Bempechat, Jin Li, Neier, Gillis, & Holloway, 2011).  A positive correlation between 

academic achievement and homework has been reported when teachers took the time to 

create quality, nontraditional homework assignments that promote interest among 

students (Mendicino et al., 2009).  

A growing body of research indicates that as new literacies become increasingly 

dependent on social learning strategies, educators must be aware that socially skilled 

learners will likely have an advantage over independent learners (Leu, Castek, Henry, 
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Coiro, & McMullan, 2004). Teaching students how to participate in discussions and 

writing about text is an important aspect of reading instruction found to be related to 

reading achievement (Guthrie J. & Wigfield A., 2004).  

English language learners, may benefit from the additional tools available with 

the use of electronic texts (Larson, 2010). One important research study that demonstrates 

this is Verhallen & Bus, (2010). Their study reveals that video books are more beneficial 

to young second language learners’ expressive vocabulary development than static books. 

The results for learning expressive vocabulary using video books corroborates Paivio's 

(1990) dual coding approach, predicting that visual images coupled with sound have a 

profound influence on learning (Larson, 2010). A much different study that yielded 

positive results with technology is Pressley (2006). This study suggests that computer-

aided practice with speech feedback is promising as a means of improving reading skills 

in beginners. 

Helping students to complete homework assignments in English, and providing a 

literacy rich environment may be unfamiliar to many parents. Limited English or literacy 

skills and scheduling demands on parents may mean providing homework help in any 

content area is beyond their grasp (Elish-Piper, 2012).  

Math homework 

The Common Core Standards designed by the National Council of Teachers of 

Mathematics (NCTM) provide a framework for teaching mathematics. The intent was to 

support teachers to ensure equitable mathematics learning of the highest quality for all 

students. The standards define the knowledge and skills that students should gain as they 

progress from kindergarten to grade 12 (“About NCTM,” n.d.). Colorado adopted the 
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Common Core State Standards in their entirety and Denver Public Schools is in the 

process of revising the curriculum planning guides to reflect the new standards. 

Instructional planning guides were created and revised through a collaborative effort of 

educational professionals of mathematics curriculum development and delivery. Due to 

the mobility rate of students within Denver Public Schools, planning guides were 

developed to provide consistent instruction across the district and set target dates that 

guide teachers in providing key mathematical experiences at each grade level 

http://curriculum.dpsk12.org/math_science/math/elem/planning_guides/index.shtml. 

Best practices for math instruction according to Denver Public Schools supports 

mathematical communication. Teachers are required to foster classroom discourse related 

to math. The opportunity to foster discourse can be incorporated into homework 

assignments by designing an online platform for students to collaboratively complete 

their homework. Sending home a math worksheet or having students practice math facts 

will not integrate the recommended best practices for math instruction.  

Many students will struggle to complete assignments in isolation without any 

feedback. The importance of feedback is well known. Springen (2008) discussed the 

importance of providing positive comments to make children enjoy mathematics.  

Siewert (2010) takes the argument a step further by investigating the types and necessity 

of teacher advice in the form of feedback for students with learning challenges. She 

found that written feedback positively affected student performance among fifth grade 

students. Taking the argument in a new direction, Geister (2006) conducted a study and 

found that team process feedback has a constructive effect on motivation, satisfaction, 

and performance in virtual teams. Participating in an online discussion forum allows both 
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the teacher and peers to provide feedback. A virtual discussion forum can be used as type 

of interactive journal. 

Wright (2012) provides journaling strategies to assist struggling students with 

math. He acknowledged greater student ‘risk-taking’ in mathematics could be promoted 

by cultivating math discussions through journaling. The use of discussion forums as a 

virtual ‘math journal’ can assist students in demonstrating their knowledge of math 

concepts and problem-solving strategies can provide the opportunity to receive feedback. 

Journaling is a valuable channel of communication about math issues for students who 

are reluctant to contribute orally. These journals can include illustrations as a problem- 

solving tool. Explaining each drawing and how it relates to the problem can reveal 

student misunderstandings (J. Wright, 2012). The journaling process provides 

opportunities for feedback and is easily incorporated into an online platform. There are 

numerous virtual math tools to assist students with modeling and explaining their 

problem solving process. 

Stahl (2010) describes the design of a virtual collaborative math environment that 

integrates synchronous and asynchronous media with an innovative math toolbox. The 

Virtual Math Teams (VMT) environment has already been prototyped and tested (Stahl, 

2010). The Math curriculum that my students currently use has a virtual white board with 

large amount of virtual math tools. Students can capture screen shots or narrate video to 

assist with explaining their problem solving process while using the virtual tools. These 

artifacts are easily embedded into the discussion forum enabling feedback. This provides 

opportunities for students to practice using academic vocabulary in both English and 
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Spanish. Kim and Chang (2010) found young Hispanic students using computers for 

math showed high math performances when compared with native English speakers. 

Writing homework 

This year 16% of third grade students in this school scored proficient on the state 

writing assessment. That has been the highest writing score at my school in the last three 

years. The importance of proficiency in writing across content areas is stressed in my 

school. Writing is used as a key method for assessing whether or not learning is 

occurring. However, writing is not simply a tool for assessing knowledge. It is an 

important part of students’ lives. Today, students use texting and social networking sites 

to communicate. When students post their writing online, the audience changes from the 

teacher to a larger social community. This alters the purpose of writing from something 

that is completed to receive a grade to a social context. Students can become mentors to 

their classmates by posting their writing in a discussion forum. This enables their text to 

become a tool for generating ideas for other students. They are able to receive feedback 

and use their peers’ constructive comments to improve their writing. This makes writing 

meaningful and engaging for students (Sweeny, 2010). In fact, DiPalma (2012) found 

most students today prefer using technology when writing. By using asynchronous 

discussion forums the cooperative learning environment can be extended beyond the 

classroom allowing more time for collaborative writing practice.  However, recent 

research demonstrates the challenges of collaborating online. Sutherland-Smith (2012) 

claim that many teachers encourage sharing ideas, knowledge, peer editing and feedback 

during collaborative writing practices. They feel this process builds self-confidence and 

facilitates skill development in young writers. Taking the argument in a new direction, 
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(Chen, Liu, Shih, Wu, & Yuan, 2011) found the use of peer feedback using an online 

blog is an effective way to improve the quality of elementary students’ writing. However, 

some students do not foster a sense of belonging in this collaborative experience. 

“Currently, many online participants are not actively participating in their online writing 

classrooms, but disappear into cybercaves and emerge only to furnish the final product 

for assessment.” (Sutherland-Smith, 2012).  According to Sutherland-Smith, (2012) 

encouraging learners to focus writing for a group objective “the tribal author” may be one 

place to start. Sutherland-Smith, (2012) explore online collaborative writing with the 

purpose of creating a group (tribal) voice. This collective process is thought to be more 

important than the final product (Sutherland-Smith, 2012). 

Sociocultural Learning Theory  

and Instructional Design in Online Environments  

The concept of community as a powerful element in learning environments has an 

underlying theoretical base in learning theories that argue for the social aspects in 

learning. Various learning theories have been forwarded as foundations in both the design 

and delivery of instructional content (B. G. Wilson & Myers, 2000). However, some 

authors have sugested that the three learning theories that commonly influence 

instructional design models--behaviorism, cognitivism, and constructivism, cannot 

adequately address current online learning needs (Grabinger, Aplin, & Ponnappa-

Brenner, 2007). Gunawardena et al. (2009), suggest current learning theories are not 

adequate to describe how collaborative learning occurs using Web 2.0 technologies. They 

proposed a theoretical framework to explain the collaborative learning process among 

groups of individuals working towards a common goal that interacts using social 



33 

networking tools. Their framework was designed by examining Wenger, McDermott, & 

Snyder (2002) Community of Practice model to understand the structure of social 

networking supported by a review of literature and an action research study. 

Gunawardena et al (2009) propose a sociocultural approach to learning, based on 

Vygotsky’s research on the role of social interaction in cognitive development (1978) that  

provides a foundation for understanding learning in Communities of Practice. 

As a result of such examinations of collaborative technology, a number of 

educators are reexamining Vygotsky’s (1978) sociocultural theories, particularly when 

designing online instruction.  

Sociocultural Theory of Learning 

Vygotksy advanced a number of ideas in his brief life as a scholar. One of his 

main ideas was that learning occurs through social interaction, negotiation, and 

collaboration. He described learning and development as being embedded within social 

contexts and occurring as a learner interacts with other people, objects, and events in a 

collaborative environment (Vygotsky, 1978). Within the social, constructed, and 

authentic contexts of his learning theory, he proposed the “Zone of Proximal 

Development” and the “Cognitive Apprenticeship” models of learning (Vygotsky, 1978). 

Vygotsky’s notion of the Zone of Proximal Development (ZPD) is the distance between 

the actual independent developmental level as determined by independent problem 

solving and the level of potential development as determined through problem solving 

with guidance or support. After identifying each learner’s ZPD, the teacher can ensure 

members have access to more capable peers when collaborating.  
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With “Cognitive Apprenticeship”, Vygotsky (1978) found that students were able 

to solve problems that they could not solve in isolation. When students work 

cooperatively, the more knowledgeable students can assist their less knowledgeable peers 

when learning new concepts. Vygotsky described how a more capable peer might provide 

an explanation to another child enabling the lower functioning learner to attain a higher 

level of achievement. Using the Cognitive Apprenticeship approach, the teacher, or more 

experienced peer, provides scaffolding for learners by providing examples and support. 

This modeling offers opportunities for clarification, coaching, and positive reinforcement 

in the learning environment. These strategies deliver feedback to help learners gain 

mastery of new information (Cartledge & Kourea, 2008).  

Vygotsky’s sociocultural theory has been discussed in relation to communities of 

practice. Lave and Wenger (1991) state that “Learning, thinking and knowing are 

relations among people engaged in activity in, with, and arising from, the socially and 

culturally structured world” (p. 67). The sociocultural approach has also been adopted in 

the design of collaborative learning environments with adults (Lararow, 2004; Wang, 

2007). Grabinger et al. (2007) claim that sociocultural instructional designers believe that 

learning comes from participation in a Community of Practice. They demonstrate how 

the sociocultural instructional design model takes an integrated perspective of the design 

process. (See Figure 1.)  
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Figure 1. Sociocultural Instructional Design Model from Grabinger et al. (2007) 

With this type of design, the central components are the participants and their 

learning within the Community of Practice. The teacher designs learning experiences and 

facilitates interaction and discourse among learners, while students work together to learn 

as members of a collaborative community. Collaboration and discourse with other 

community members play a major role in learning. The learning environment is designed 

to value each student’s abilities and knowledge. Teachers interact with students by 

promoting meaningful discourse while asking higher order thinking questions instead of 

simply providing information (Grabinger et al., 2007). 

Vygotsky's concepts provide models for ways that learners can collaborate and be 

supported both online and within a traditional classroom setting.  If interaction and 

collaboration have a positive effect on learning, then using social networking platforms, 

collaborative learning structures, and Web 2.0 tools could allow this relationship to take 
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place from a distance within a virtual Community of Practice (Abrami, Bernard, Bures, 

Borokhovski, & Tamim, 2011).  

Designing a Virtual Community 

Designing an online community for collaborative learning among diverse learners 

is the subject of numerous articles related to using new technologies that offer innovative 

ways to facilitate communication, collaboration, and social interaction (Beatty & Geiger, 

2009). For example, Kim (2011) found that asynchronous online discussion platforms 

promote equal participation among non-native speakers of English because they allow 

students time to formulate their thoughts and pay attention to linguistic forms prior to 

posting a response. In addition, English language learners posted more messages than 

native speakers of English and showed more collaborative efforts in online threaded 

discussions. Sosulski (2012) encourages designers to promote communication and 

collaboration through the use of a variety of synchronous and asynchronous tools. 

Adding a variety of tools will provide alternate ways to communicate and 

collaborate, however, designing and facilitating a collaborative learning environment is 

not about simply adding tools and resources to a site. The concept “If you build it they 

will come,” is only a quote from the movie, The Field of Dreams (Frankish, B. & 

Robinson, P., 1989), not a reality. Designing and sustaining a virtual Community of 

Practice involves much more than providing a space, adding tools, and standing back to 

watch it evolve into a learning community. Influential researchers in the area of 

designing virtual communities note that building virtual space should not be confused 

with constructing a community. Renninger and Shumar (2002) argue that posting 

information, resources, and assigning tasks for participants to complete will not 
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manufacture a community of learners. Shade, Kelly, and Oberg, (1997) claim when 

designing a virtual community, the focus is not merely on the electronic tools available to 

learners but also on the community members themselves. To develop a culturally 

responsive learning community, the inhabitants must work collaboratively toward a goal 

of using, developing, and constructing knowledge.  

A seminal study in the area of collaboration by Johnson and Johnson (1990) 

argues that for collaboration to succeed, participants must get to know and trust one 

another, communicate effectively, and accept and support each other.  Similar research 

by Rheingold (1998) states creating a community is about inspiring people to share ideas 

and participate in constructing knowledge about a selected topic. He positions that a 

community is a sharing culture, striving to reach individual learning goals, and collective 

objectives. Preece (2000) takes the argument a step further and identifies the factors 

influencing participation in a Community of Practice that include interest in the subject, a 

desire to learn about it, emotional support, and time for socializing.  Wilson, Ludwig-

Hardman, Thornam, and Dunlap (2004) support these ideas claiming social interactions 

and sustainability of a community of learners depends on the members shared interests, 

purpose, goals, personalities, and the establishment of group norms. A community leader 

can initially model these group norms. An effective learning community is learner-

centered employing a facilitator or leader to encourage interaction among members 

(Solloway & Harris, 1999). Similar ideas related to leaders in learning communities by 

Purkey and Novak (1996) state a learning community must be inviting and welcoming to 

all of its members. Participants should be made to feel that they are contributing 

members. The leader of the community must send messages conveying the importance of 
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each member. The tasks and goals of the community must be within the reach of the 

participants in order to foster a positive self- concept.  

Shade et al. (1997) suggest in order to accomplish these goals, knowledge of the 

members’ cultural background, collaboration preferences, and communication styles are 

important. Specifically, recent research confirmed collaboration focus on the 

understanding other cultures. This understanding can come from frequent opportunities 

for meaningful interaction, understanding individual identity, and the transfer of 

knowledge across language barriers (Hutchinson, 2009).  

Communities of Practice as a Framework 

The Communities of Practice (CoP) framework from Wenger (1999) was 

employed as a theoretical foundation for this research. According to Sutherland-Smith, 

(2012) a Community of Practice facilitates a joint enterprise, a shared repertoire, and 

mutual engagement for participants. Students will 1) be engaged in a joint enterprise, by 

collaboratively completing homework assignments; 2) have common access to a shared 

repertoire of resources, including electronic books and materials, concepts, and tools; and 

2) maintain relationships through mutual engagement by supporting each other in 

homework completion and socializing on their peers’ personal pages. Figure 2 is the 

compilation of key components of a Community of Practice by Wilson et al., (2004). 
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Figure 2. Key Components of a Community of Practice from Wilson et al. (2004) 

based on Wenger et al (2002) 

 

The dynamics that motivate and sustain successful communities of practice have 

already been the subject of much research. The book, Cultivating Communities of 

Practice (Wenger, 2006) lists fun with colleagues, engagement in meaningful work, 

personal development, and socializing as reasons for participation in a Community of 

Practice. Wenger defines communities of practice as groups of people who share a 

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

He identifies three essential characteristics of communities of practice as the domain, the 

practice, and the community (Etienne Wenger, 1999). 

Wenger (1998) specified that virtual communities are designed and a Community 

of Practice emerges and evolves from the community when relationships and a shared 

purpose are cultivated. A Community of Practice can be viewed as a social learning 

system. Participants engage in activities, conversations, and other forms of socializing 

while producing physical and conceptual artifacts that reflect shared knowledge related to 

group learning objectives (Etienne Wenger, 1999). 
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A Community of Practice is not a site to store knowledge. It is a format to find 

answers to a question sooner, with the help of interested and informed friends. It enables 

members to put a question out into the Community of Practice and tap into the experience 

and knowledge of others (Etienne Wenger et al., 2002).  

((((The Domain  

An important aspect of a Community of Practice is the domain. Wenger believes 

the inhabitants within a community must be oriented around a specific mission and vision 

that inspires commitment (Etienne Wenger, 1999).  Reingold, (1998) states if participants 

are not clear about what they want to get out of the process and are unable to make sense 

of it, they tend to miss out on the value of the collective.  

The Annenberg Institute’s “critical friends” groups are a type of Community of 

Practice with a mission. They are led by a teacher that is trained in process skills and 

diverse ways of looking at students’  work (Bransford, J.D., et al. (Eds.), 2000). These 

communities of practice have a focus centered on examining student work and 

collaboratively planning “next steps” for instruction based on student need.   

Gunawardena et al. (2009) describe social networking as the practice of 

increasing knowledge by making connections with individuals having related interests or 

pursuits. Social networking technologies provide an environment for discussion and 

interaction (Gunawardena et al., 2009). Social networks can be used as a platform for a 

Community of Practice. Stewart (2009) used Facebook as a platform for a Community of 

Practice designed around a virtual literacy circle. In addition, Cain and  Policastri (2011) 

used Facebook as an informal learning environment and Kabilan, Ahmad, and Abidin 

(2010) used Facebook for a platform to learn English. 
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The Practice 

According to Wenger, the practice is an equally important part of a group’s 

culture. He emphasized that a Community of Practice is not equivalent to a community of 

interest. Members of a Community of Practice participate in collective knowledge 

building. They are practitioners who share and continually acquire valuable knowledge. 

The passion for learning about the selected topic is an important characteristic of a 

Community of Practice (Wenger, 2006). 

Rheingold (1998) indicated it is impossible to design or select a platform that will 

adequately serve a community that has not clarified its own needs and desires. Virtual 

communities of practice are networks of practitioners that engage in knowledge building 

among their members by providing opportunities for relationship building and sharing 

experience through the use of the Internet. Situated learning is a key concept of the 

practice (Lave & Wenger, 1991). This is learning that happens when a learner is engaged 

in a task or participating in an activity. These tasks and activities promote peer 

interaction, which produces shared experiences and artifacts among community 

members. This results in co-construction of knowledge among community members 

(Wenger, 1998).  

Another key concept in a Community of Practice is “legitimate peripheral 

participation.”  Novices linger at the periphery of the community, however, as they 

become more knowledgeable and confident, they move to the center of the activity with 

the experts (Wenger, 1998). Because there are different types of participation in 

Communities of Practice, initially, it is essential to have a leader to explore the needs of 

the group and facilitate and model participation. This leadership role can change as group 
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leaders emerge; however, someone needs to set the process in motion. One role of the 

community leader is to organize a community to accommodate a variety of levels of 

participation. Not everyone will rush out to participate. Inviting others into a conversation 

takes skill and knowledge of the community. Communities of Practice are domains where 

individuals learn through participation with members with a variety of skills and ability 

levels. Modeling a supportive environment can set the climate of the community (Wenger 

et. all, 2002). With any major change there are early adopters, late adopters, and lurkers 

(Preece, 2006). A community leader provides direction and ensures high priority is given 

to conversation and dialogue. Seeding the communication with questions and giving 

positive feedback to others models a collaborative protocol. An effective leader ensures 

that collaborative learning opportunities are provided and an atmosphere of a caring 

community is emphasized (Sergiovani, 2002). 

Communities of practice can influence how their community develops and 

sustains by paying attention to sociability issues. It is the interactions and partnerships 

among the people who gather in these places that define the community (Wenger, 1998). 

Establishing social norms leads to positive online protocol that develops into an 

understanding and trust among community members.  This ensures the development of 

social capital, the connections and relationships that permit long-term reciprocity and 

mutual trust within the social network (Wenger, et al. 2002). Communities involve norms 

that often encourage collaboration and learning (Bransford, J.D., et al. (Eds.), 2000).  

Research on establishing protocols for participation in an asynchronous online 

learning environment revealed that an online protocol led to a more even distribution of 

the presence of cognitive, social, and learning elements necessary to create and sustain an 
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online community of inquiry. Use of the protocols also empowered students to facilitate 

themselves, helping to reduce the instructor workload (Zydney, deNoyelles, & Kyeong-

Ju Seo, 2012). 

The Community Members 

The members of the community are the third essential component Wenger 

promotes. He states that interaction and discussion among members are vital. Individuals 

are not engaged in a Community of Practice unless they build relationships that enable 

them to learn from each other (Wenger, 2006).  

Virtual community members often design personal pages identifying themselves, 

their interests, their goals, and desires. Social networking sites can be tailored to provide 

space for personal profiles. These personal spaces can be used for socializing. Users 

customize their personal space in order to express their identity and make connections 

with others (Gunawardena et al., 2009). Posting pictures and personal information helps 

build trust and develops cohesiveness within the community. Bierema and Merriam, 

(2002) found that a personal page allows members to identify with one another. In 

addition, posting a short biography allows others to know whom they can turn to with 

specific questions. Personalizing a space enables members to find they have more than 

one common interest or connection. For example, the Electronic Emissary 

(http://www.tapr.org/emissary/) project requires mentors to share personal information as 

a method to launch conversation with their colleagues. Other online learning 

communities require everyone involved to post personal biographies including their 

academic, professional, and personal interests as a means of introduction (Bierema & 
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Merriam 2002). This introduction process allows for developing relationships among 

members.  

 Building on Bierema & Merriam, Renninger & Shumar, (2002) believe following 

the introduction phase of building a sense of community, a leader must model and 

encourage appropriate participation in the community. Creating a social climate and 

culture is an important interpersonal task that involves more than using Web 2.0 

technology. 

Bounded Communities 

Bounded communities begin as a type of community that requires participation 

from its members. Wilson et al. (2004) describe course-based learning communities as 

“Bounded Learning Communities” (BLCs). These communities differ from spontaneous, 

voluntary, self-organizing communities of interest because they are comprised of groups 

of learners within a structured educational setting. BLCs may be a required component of 

an online course. Once enrolled, students must follow the course requirement of 

participating in the community. Because membership is based on course enrollment, 

collective knowledge building and interactions are guided and supervised by an 

instructor. Wilson believes teachers are a critical component of bounded learning 

communities.  They design the domain by providing communication tools and resources.  

In addition, teachers model participation skills, netiquette, and appropriate peer responses 

as they lead the community.  Beatty and Geiger (2009) point out that one benefit of this 

type of community is that supports and scaffolds can be designed ahead of time, 

anticipating the desired outcome and needs of students.  
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Wilson et al. (2004) found one issue with bounded learning communities is 

student participation.  They claim even if it is required as part of a course, participation 

from every learner is a challenge for course designers and instructors. Providing an 

effective means for inclusion of all learners remains one of the challenging tasks in need 

of further research and development. Wilson et al. (2004) found best practices structures 

that facilitate online collaboration include: providing a variety of tools for 

communication and presentations, structuring of subgroups to focus on tasks, and 

developing a reward system that targets collaborative work.  

A much different study that yielded results similar to Wilson (2004) conducted by 

DiRamio and Wolverton (2006) found that instructors could facilitate the participation 

within a learning community in online courses by adapting instructional techniques to 

promote students’ sense of connection, engagement, and accountability.  They 

accomplished this by designing interactive collaborative activities where students felt 

connected to one another. Murdock and Williams (2011) recommend the following for 

developing a learning community in an online educational environment: developing 

course assignments to promote collaboration among students, promoting leadership, 

using group projects to facilitate collaboration, and developing protocols where 

constructive feedback is both welcomed and solicited. Kim (2011) found engaging 

students in discussions and encouraging them to share their personal experiences 

promoted participation in threaded discussion forums. 

Wenger (1998) states Communities of Practice often emerge from designed 

communities. Participation becomes more voluntary when adaptations meet the needs of 

community. A sense of community in an educational environment can be encouraged by 
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promoting collaboration, sharing, and developing relationships to enhance learning 

outcomes. 

Drawing upon Wenger, Hoadley and Kilner (2005) elaborate that learning is a 

natural byproduct of communities. The type of learning present in online communities 

can be determined by using their “C4P framework.” C4p is short for “Content, 

conversation, connections, context, and purpose.” They found the greater these elements 

are present in a community, the more likely and effective the generation of knowledge 

will be (Hoadley & Kilner, 2005). 

The potential of the Internet to connect learners in innovative ways provides a 

stimulus for designing virtual educational opportunities (G. Stahl, Koschmann, & 

Suthers, 2006). More research is needed about how social networking sites are used for 

collaborative learning, social interaction, and the educational value of these sites 

(Stevenson & Liu, 2010). 

Collaboration doesn't just happen. It is a deliberate and facilitated process (Orvis 

& Lassiter, 2008). Telling young students to work together without providing a concrete 

structure is wishful thinking; the students may or may not participate equally or reach the 

intended learning target (Kagan 2001). Dr. Spencer Kagan has been working since 1968 

to design simple, step-by-step instructional strategies to increase student engagement and 

collaboration within the classroom setting (Martinez, 2011).  Kagan’s Cooperative 

Learning Structures are a content-free, repeatable sequence of steps designed to structure 

equal engagement of students with each other and the curriculum (Kagan 2001). 

Incorporating Kagan’s structures into a virtual Community of Practice for children may 

ensure that young learners work together. 
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The Kagan approach to cooperative learning is founded on four basic principles 

symbolized by the acronym PIES: positive interdependence, individual accountability, 

equal participation, and simultaneous interaction (Kagan, 1994). Positive 

Interdependence is a condition in which the success of one student is linked to the 

success of others. Learners need each other to succeed, and a gain for one is a gain for 

others. In this kind of relationship, students assist each other so that all learn. Positive 

interdependence is built into Kagan’s structures. The structures ensure that the activity 

cannot be successful unless learners collaborate. Students need each other for success, 

because the activity is structured so that it cannot be completed in isolation. Kagan’s 

structures all include procedures to check that each participant individually contributes a 

fair share to a group effort. There is a method to evaluate the quality of the effort/result of 

each member. The structures are designed to safeguard that all students receive the same 

chance to be involved. Kagan’s approaches use careful task design and accountability 

procedures to encourage equal participation.  

Discussions and interactions will not be simultaneous in this online platform; 

however, several of Kagan’s strategies can be easily adapted to an asynchronous 

environment.  

Using Kagan’s learning structures while designing a learning environment online 

could ensure equal engagement, positive interdependence, and individual accountability 

in this setting. To date, Kagan collaborative learning strategies have not been 

incorporated into an online learning environment.  
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Communities of children  

Very little research exists related to communities of children collaborating in 

online learning environments. In a seminal study in this area Larson (2009) explored the 

use of new technologies with young learners. In her study, fifth grade students used 

online e-texts and online message boards to engage in literature discussions with their 

peers. The data supported that participation in asynchronous online literature discussions 

encouraged students to respond to literature, share their ideas with their peers, and 

consider other perspectives and thoughts. These findings suggest that students’ 

engagement in online literature discussions promoted socially constructed learning 

(Larson, 2009). 

A much different study by Thomas (2005) found that children in a virtual 

community learned through their participation in the community. Using Wenger’s model 

of ‘Communities of Practice’ the article provides examples of children’s learning that 

resulted from collaboration towards a common goal. Children regularly solved problems 

together, motivated by the desire to be successful and to gain status within the 

community. 

Somewhat in contrast to Thomas, Turvey (2006) conducted a small-scale 

comparative case study in two primary schools. Children were provided with access to 

online tools allowing them to communicate and participate within an online community 

both during and after school. The findings indicate that both the participation and role of 

the teacher within the virtual community is crucial to the quality of learning. In this 

study, the teacher did not participate or lead the community. This virtual platform did not 

promote collaboration or learning. The children personalized their space but did not use 
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many online tools or participate in significant collaborative learning activities. Online 

activities among children were predominantly motivated by the desire for online 

socialization when the children accessed the online community outside of school with 

little or no teacher participation. Participants in this study interacted by posting pictures, 

music, and socializing. Little collaborative learning occurred in this setting (Turvey, 

2006).  

In support of Turvey’s findings, a recent research study by Callaghan and Bower 

(2012) demonstrates the significant role of the teacher in facilitating online learning in a 

social networking environment. They found the extent to which a ‘learning’ rather than 

‘social’ domain was established, and the online presence of the teacher all correlated with 

more effective student learning.  

A recent study of an online learning community, In2Books, designed to support at 

risk students’ literacy growth reported 9 to12-year-old students’ understanding of the text 

was enhanced through interactions with their peers and adults in online book discussions. 

The digital environment created a learning community that existed both within the 

classroom and extended beyond it, including other classrooms and adult pen pals. The 

authentic exchange with adults and peers motivated students to read, comprehend, and 

discuss books in the online environment.  The assessment results demonstrated “at risk 

students” that participated in the online environment were more likely to have higher 

achievement levels in reading than students not in the group (Teale et al., 2013). 

Virtual communities made up of children differ from adult communities. Beals 

and Bers (2009) describe aspects of virtual worlds for children as having purpose, 

communication, participation, play, and rules. They claim understanding these 
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characteristics will enable researchers to better design communities for children. These 

aspects are similar to Wenger’s ideas, adding developmentally appropriate adaptations 

like play as a form of socializing.  

Drawing upon Beals and Bers' observations about children in virtual 

communities, Vass (2002) specified children do not innately know how to interact 

productively with others, especially when cultural and linguistic styles differ. For young 

children, collaborating requires developing friendships. This case study compared several 

aspects of young children collaborating when writing. The degree of collaboration 

appeared similar, however, the writing among friends demonstrated a more productive 

exchange of information and ideas (Vass, 2002). A similar study conducted by Ramani, 

(2012) discovered that children express cooperative behaviors in a play setting and that 

task performance benefited from interacting in such contexts. The advantages of 

interacting in play carried over into subsequent tasks in a collaborative learning setting 

(Ramani, 2012). In another study, Thompson and White (2010) found play allows 

children to interact with others, learn new skills, and develop trusting friendships. Based 

on these findings, socializing among young children may be manifested in play. 

Designing a specific area for online play may be a developmental way to modify ideas 

for a Community of Practice for children. Designating a specific area for socializing 

within the learning environment may help children to distinguish when and where 

socializing is appropriate in a virtual learning community.  In addition, establishing a 

specific location for play that is separate from the space intended for collaborative 

learning could help children understand that the objectives for the community are more 
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than simply socializing. Children know what is expected of them within each separate 

environment. 

The design of virtual environments for children must provide appropriate 

objectives that focus the learner’s attention and behavior. Ferguson (1998) found learning 

objectives define the intended learning outcome by acting as an advanced organizer. 

Children need to know the objectives in order to make sense out of the environment. 

From reading Wenger’s ideas related to Communities of Practice, a crucial aspect of 

building a community is defining it (Wenger, 2006). Brick and mortar learning 

environments for children have classrooms for learning and playgrounds designed for 

socializing and playing. As with physical spaces, it is also critical to establish clearly 

defined spaces in virtual environments for socializing and playing in conjunction with 

spaces for collaborating and learning content. A study that suports this idea by Singer, 

Golinkoff, and Hirsh-Pasek (2006) found peer interaction during playful breaks develops 

social skills necessary for successful learning relationships.  

 Defining a specific space for play and an alternate area for collaborative learning 

may ensure that more than socializing occurs in an online learning environment for 

children, however, a leader must be present to help to establish protocols for the 

environment. Establishing a domain for children may include objectives and areas for 

play as a way to build relationships. 

The technology facilitates collaborative processes, but children first have to learn 

how to work together toward common goals. This involves asking for help as well as 

providing help to others. Giving and seeking help are essential to learning in groups. 

Blumenfeld, Marx, Soloway, and Krajcik (1996) found students often do not know how 
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to effectively assist others and require training. The community leader or facilitator can 

model this assistance and promote situated learning and cognitive apprenticeship among 

members of the learning community (Aukrust, 2011). 

Additional research on collaborative learning by Cohen and Lotan, (1995) 

indicates that students from all ethnic groups and ability levels benefit from learning 

together. These benefits include higher academic performance, greater satisfaction with 

school, and improved interpersonal relations across ethnic groups. More specifically, 

recent research by Smith (2010) found that feelings of support increased the time ELL 

students spent studying with their peers and promoted positive learning outcomes.  

Communities of Diverse Learners 

The classroom community serves as a place where students and teachers learn 

together. The mix of ability levels, race, ethnicity, and gender impact how students 

interact (Blumenfeld et al., 1996).  More specifically, recent research by G. Gay, (2002) 

specified that cooperative learning and peer coaching fit well with the cultural systems of 

African, Asian, Native, and Latino American groups. Cultural communication styles, 

learning styles, and varied abilities must be taken into account when designing an online 

learning environment for a diverse population of children. Gay, (2002) detailed that 

African-Americans often interject motion, movement, and emotional energy into their 

thinking, communication, social relations, and variability in the formats of their self-

presentations. She observed that some Latino students gravitate toward cooperative 

groups and mutual aid actions in task performance. She also found that Asian-American 

children do not engage readily in conversations and activities with teachers and other 

students. Additionally, Native American students frequently learn by observation and 



53 

reserve task demonstration until mastery is assured (Geneva Gay, 2002). Understanding 

these differences may enable teachers to promote collaboration when building a 

classroom community of learners. Students with special needs or language barriers could 

have tools available to meet their needs online.  A variety of online tools can be used to 

meet the same learning objectives. Choice enables students to participate in an 

environment that meets their individual needs and preferences. One important scholar 

that demonstrates this is Cavanaugh, (2002), who specified that cultural variances, ability 

levels, disabilities, and learning styles may be marginalized during the design of an 

asynchronous online learning environment by attending to universal design features. 

Keeler and Horney (2007) agree with Cavanaugh, stating that technology is an academic 

equalizer promoting a means for individual differentiation of access to content.  

Computer-mediated communication in a Community of Practice offers additional 

advantages for second language learners. In particular it allows students the opportunity 

to practice the new language in both academic and social situations. This is especially 

important when students have little access beyond the walls of the classrooms to practice 

academic vocabulary in an authentic setting. The Internet and Web 2.0 tools provide 

students with several channels for communication and participation. Zehr (2007) found 

ELL students are better assisted by technology that fosters interactive learning and 

provides opportunities to practice communicating with real audiences. 

Collaborative assistance between an expert and a novice or among peers can 

create opportunities for second language learning (Mitchell and Myles 2004). Evidence 

indicates the benefits of peer-mediated interventions for culturally and linguistically 

diverse classrooms; however, further research is needed that is related to culturally and 
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linguistically diverse classrooms with at risk learners. Beneficial research could include 

structures that encompass communities of learners (Geneva Gay, 2002). 

Participating in a Community of Practice supports a sociocognitive method to 

promoting both social and academic language development. Sociocognitive approaches 

emphasize the social aspect of language acquisition (Ochs & Schieffelin, 1982). One 

important research study that demonstrates this was conducted by Craig (2011), who 

found that a collaborative learning community supports both language acquisition and 

knowledge building for second language learners.  In addition, Craig claimed the use of 

technology for formal instruction, interaction, and collaborative group work has the 

potential to propel language acquisition.  Li (2012) states one of the persistent barriers for 

ELL students' literacy achievement relates to the social isolation that second language 

learners often experience outside the school setting. 

Sheltered instruction is a model in which instruction is conducted in English for 

second language learners. In a sheltered English classroom, teachers use collaborative 

heterogeneous groups, visual aids, and the artifacts to teach new concepts (Freeman, 

1988). The desired outcome of immersing and teaching students in English is believed to 

lead to the acquisition of English as well as grade level content objectives for English 

language learners (Pederson, Buss, Zambo, Hightower, & Arizona State University, 

2011). Ochs and Schieffelin, (1982) claim even with sheltered instruction, second 

language acquisition is limited when learners are not provided with sufficient 

opportunities to interact with native speakers of the target language. Learning a new 

language is regarded as a process of apprenticeship or socialization into a particular 

discourse community. 
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In his seminal scholarship in this area, Ellis (2003) found that during the process 

of interaction, second language learners have the opportunity to generate the feedback 

they need in order to better comprehend new information  

 More recently, Pederson et al., (2011) agree with Ochs and Schieffelin and Ellis, 

claiming second language learners need to participate in engaging authentic dialogue 

with competent native speakers taking part in purposeful tasks. Because students must 

develop academic vocabulary in English in order to access the curriculum, one of the first 

things that schools must ensure is that these children have the opportunity for extensive 

dialogues related to content learning objectives.  

Taking the argument in a new direction, Daesang Kim and Gilman, (2008) 

investigated the use of multimedia components to increase learners' English vocabulary 

learning. They concluded that an effective way to improve vocabulary acquisition is to 

use graphics from the Internet to illustrate the meaning of words.  Within a virtual 

Community of Practice students have multiple forms of support. Participants are able to 

search for images using the Internet to support the learning of novel vocabulary, use text 

to speech features to assist with reading and pronunciation, access online translation 

tools, and collaborate with others more capable.  More specifically Zhao and Lai (2005) 

found utilizing and combining graphics, video, and audio can reinforce varied styles of 

learning and be a tremendous support to English language learners. “Research on 

immersion teaching has consistently shown that immersion teachers tend to focus on 

subject matter content at the expense of language teaching” (Cammarata & Tedick, 

2012).  Sheltering and scaffolding instruction for second language learners might be 
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accomplished by designing and facilitating a virtual Community of Practice that includes 

both content and language objectives. 
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CHAPTER 3. METHODOLOGY 

The purpose of this exploratory mixed methods research study was to learn how 

an online Community of Practice designed for children impacts the completion of 

homework for third grade students in an urban school. This chapter describes the research 

methodology and includes discussion around the role of the teacher/researcher, 

participants in the study, data collection, instrumentation, and data analysis. 

 Description of Research Methodology 

A mixed method case study approach was selected based on the research 

questions and the diverse types of data that were to be gathered. Yin (2008) states that a 

case study method is relevant when research questions require descriptions of social 

phenomenon. Because online group behavior can be approached as a complex social 

phenomenon, case study methodology was selected for its ability to incorporate a wide 

variety of evidence--documents, artifacts, interviews, and observations. Further, 

exploratory case studies are appropriate when the topic is new or has limited previous 

research. Case studies provide little basis for making generalizations; however, they are 

generalizable to theoretical propositions therefore adding to the body of knowledge. 

Mixed methods research uses the same research questions to collect 

complementary data (Creswell, 2003). It allows for collecting a greater assortment of 

evidence than can be accomplished by any single method in isolation.  I gathered both 

rich descriptions from qualitative data and numerical information related to homework 

completion within the community. I examined both content and context of student 
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participation when gathering data. A more diverse analysis can be conducted when a 

variety of data is gathered.  

Theory suggests that one goal for the qualitative component of this study is to 

provide rich description and to explore the potential contributing factors in a complex 

learning environment. According to Creswell (1998), qualitative case study methods are 

particularly appropriate when an expressive narrative can provide descriptive information 

related to the participants’  perceptions and experiences. Qualitative research focuses on 

the process that is occurring as well as the outcome. Qualitative studies are designed to 

answer the research questions around which the study is structured.  

At the same time, while one goal is to understand the impact on students, another 

intent is to provide a rich description of the design and facilitation of a learning 

community for young children. One approach suggested for studying computer centered 

learning projects is an action inquiry process of plan, act, describe, and review (Phillips et 

al, 2000). This technique was used as a reference for discussing the implementation 

process during this study.  

Research Questions 

The study focused on issues of a teacher’s facilitation and development of an 

online community for children as well as the impacts on students within the community 

experience. While the issues of homework quality and completion rates were addressed, 

the intent of this study went beyond evaluation to examine how a Community of Practice 

evolved and developed among young children by providing rich descriptions of the 

process in addition to quantitative data about outcomes and attitudes. The questions this 

exploratory study sought to answer were: 
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• How do third graders use technology to facilitate a Community of 

Practice?  

• How does a Community of Practice designed for children increase the 

amount of homework that is completed, provide support, and promote 

collaboration? 

• What structures are needed when designing a community for children? 

Participants and Site 

Student and Parent Participants 

The participants in this study were fifteen third grade students and their parents 

from the teacher/researcher’s primary classroom in Denver Public Schools. The school 

serves a low-income urban neighborhood. The participants included two African 

American children, twelve Mexican American children, and one Asian American child 

enrolled in my classroom. Twelve students were English language learners, with their 

first language being Spanish. Among the English language learners, the level of language 

acquisition ranged from intermediate understanding to advanced fluency.  

All twenty-seven students enrolled in my classroom and their parents or guardians 

were invited to participate in the study. All parents granted permission for their children 

to participate in this study. However, only fifteen students participated from home in the 

online environment, which was the focus of this study. Participants were allowed to take 

Netbooks home at night. Students did not take computers home over the weekend, or 

during spring break. Only data from students that completed their homework online 

outside of the classroom were included in this study. Those students who did not 
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complete assignments from home were not included in the research of online community 

that is addressed in this study.  

Thirteen of the fifteen students that participated in this study performed 

significantly below grade level in all subject areas on standardized assessments when 

entering third grade. The other two student participants entered third grade at grade level 

and were identified as gifted and talented during the school year. No students with special 

needs or learning disabilities participated in this study.  

Parents were co-researchers during this study. Several parents did not understand 

English. All information related to this study was available in both English and Spanish.  

A translator was present during all of my interaction with Spanish speaking parents. Their 

insight was valuable regarding what happened at home and how much support their 

children needed to participate online. Parents were able to observe the online interaction 

and suggest areas for improvement in the online environment. I attempted to give parents 

a voice in designing educational spaces for their children. Their comments and 

recommendations for improving both the domain and the practice were implemented 

when possible. Parents had daily access to me for questions and concerns that arose 

during this process.  

The University of Hawaii’s Institutional Review Board (IRB) approved the study. 

Consent was obtained from parents and assent from children in the class to participate in 

the study (see Appendix I for consent and assent forms). I took steps to ensure privacy 

and confidentiality of information. Parents were free to withdraw their child from the 

study at any time without penalty. No personal identifying information is included when 

reporting results of my study in written or oral form. Moreover, I kept data from this 
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study in a secure location. Research data are confidential to the extent allowed by law. 

Agencies with research oversight, such as the UH Committee on Human Studies, had the 

authority to review research data. All research records and personal data were destroyed 

upon completion of the project. 

School Setting 

The school where I work opened its doors in August 2006 as an arts integrated K-

8 school of choice in the far northeast area of Denver. The school is located in an “inner 

city” setting in Denver, Colorado. The neighborhood is known for high crime and gang 

activity. The school serves a low-income urban neighborhood. In this setting of more 

than seven hundred students, 95% of the students receive free or reduced lunch. 

During its six years in operation, the school has had four different principals, each 

with a new mission and vision for promoting student success. The increase of Hispanic 

families into the area has changed the student population and the focus of instruction 

once again. Currently, second language acquisition and English language development 

are at the forefront of instructional practices.  

The school is making academic progress, however, it is still considered a low 

performing school. This label is common among schools with marginalized student 

populations and excessive turnover in both teachers and administrators. I am one of only 

five teachers, out of fifty-seven, that have remained at our school since it opened six 

years ago. 

There were three third grade classrooms. Two were designated as ELA-E, 

meaning all instruction is delivered in English. Second language learners are entitled to 

receive forty-five minutes of daily English language development instruction in 
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Colorado. Our school was deemed out of compliance for this court ordered intervention 

during the 2011-2012 school year. English language development was integrated into the 

content areas instead of using district-mandated materials. The third classroom was an 

ELA-S classroom. In Denver Public Schools, ELA–S classrooms deliver instruction in 

Spanish and move toward instruction in English, based on students’ language 

proficiency. Students spend forty-five minutes each day rotating through a revolving 

schedule of art, music, physical education, and technology classes.  I am responsible for 

providing instruction in all other content areas. Because our school is a low performing 

school, instruction in reading, writing, and math are the main focus. Science and social 

studies are integrated into these three focused areas of instruction. 

Students are evaluated using yearly Colorado State Assessments in reading, 

writing, and math, trimester district benchmark assessments, standardized monthly 

reading, writing and math assessments, and formal and informal summative and 

formative classroom assessments. Third grade is the first year students take the state 

assessments. Reading data from the Star Reading Assessment showed significant growth 

this year. I cannot attribute student growth solely to this research intervention, however, 

my classroom has never demonstrated this amount of growth in my sixteen years of 

teaching in Denver Public Schools. I believe using online collaborative learning sites 

with young children both within classrooms and for homework assignments merits 

further investigation. 

Instrumentation and Procedures  

Qualitative methods are labor intensive. It takes a great deal of time to collect the 

data and then analyze it for a variety of trends in information (Patton, 1987). To gather 
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data for this study I conducted a variety of observations, interviews and focus groups 

during the school year 2011-2012. Data were collected in face-to-face classroom 

interactions with students and parents as well as online through the Ning discussion 

forums. Individual student interviews were informal with specific open-ended questions 

based on my observations of the site.  

During the study I used a notebook to take informal notes during both focus 

groups and interviews. I noted any conversation I had with parents related to the study.  

Student Questions 

Questions for students were as follows: 

1. Who helps you with your homework? 

2. What do you do when you are confused about homework assignments?  

3. Do you feel teachers give too much homework?  

4. Are activities such as sports and music more important to you than doing your 

homework? 

5. What kinds of homework do you like? 

6. Do you complete your homework every night? 

7. Does someone check your homework for you when you are finished? 

8. Does someone at home ask you if you have finished my homework? 

9. Can your family help you with your homework? 

10. Would you like to work with others from class to complete your homework? 

Parent Questions 

Questions for parents included: 

1. What types of homework assignments do you think help with learning? 
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2. How much time should be spent on nightly homework? 

3. What are your feelings and thoughts about your children working online to 

complete their homework assignments?  

4. What kind of problems do you think they will have working online? 

Questions for End-of-Study 

Additional interviews and were conducted after the completion of the study. The 

interview questions and focus group topics included: 

1. How do you think working online helped students to complete homework  

 assignments? 

2. What are your feelings about the time required to complete the online   

 assignments? 

3. Was working in this online environment helpful for completing homework  

 assignments? 

4. What problems did students have completing their homework online? 

5. Do you help your child with their homework every night? 

6. Does your child have trouble completing their homework? 

7. What do you do if your child does not understand the homework assignment? 

8. How do you feel about your child completing their homework online with 

their classmates? 

9. What are your thoughts about the amount of homework that is assigned? 

10. How much time does your child spend completing homework assignments 

each night? 
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Data Collection 

Online Discussion Forums in Ning 

Accessing threaded discussions within a virtual community made the collection of 

large amounts of information relatively easy and efficient. There was a possibility that 

some information would be lost due to the writing process of third grade students. 

However, the time taken to construct and write a message often results in a more thought 

out response. Observing students’ linguistic behavior in an online setting offered 

challenges, as well as advantages. When examining the discourse it was easy to 

determine who was communicating with whom. Because the focus of the study is to 

understand how students interact with resources, tools, and each other in the Ning, it was 

crucial to obtain perceptions of the experience, views, and actions of the learners in the 

online environment.  Particular attention was given to observe the dynamics of 

interactions where there were discussions related to perceived student learning and not 

simply the participation rates.  

Virtual Observations  

Virtual observations were conducted each night to gather data and ensure students 

were able to access the assignments and conduct themselves appropriately within the 

homework site.  Observation is a tool that allows a researcher to obtain detailed 

descriptive information. Liang (2004) has called observations conducted in online 

communities e-observations. Virtual observations are thought to be less intrusive than 

having a researcher physically present in the environment. While conducting e-

observation, there is no need to take extensive field notes as text description already 

exists in the online site. I observed all activity within the Homework site on a daily basis. 
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Interviews and Family Focus Groups 

During the initiation of the study I interviewed parents with their children.  Only 

one parent participated when I invited families to attend a focus group in my classroom. 

This turned into an interview. After two unsuccessful attempts to bring families together 

for a focus group, surveys and focus groups were conducted within the homework site in 

a separate discussion forum. Several parents did not participate in this forum. Instead 

they wrote me personal letters describing their thoughts related to their child’s experience 

in this study. They all said they liked the translation tools available online to help them to 

communicate with me. Further research questions for parents were posted the online 

discussion forum within the Ning site.  

Parents also had access to me to express their questions or concerns both before 

and after school. In addition, parents were able to email, telephone, or write to me for 

private communication.  Because parents were not able to attend focus groups in person, 

arrangements were made for parents to participate online. Focus groups with families 

were held online in a separate discussion forum within the homework site to allow 

families to discuss the research, offer suggestions, or receive clarification. Participation in 

focus groups was voluntary.  Several parents wrote personal letters to me instead of 

participating online. 

Student Interviews and Focus Groups 

 All classrooms in my school are required to conduct morning meetings at the 

beginning of each school day. This time is meant to build community within the 

classroom. Daily discussions and focus groups related to homework became part of our 
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mandatory classroom morning meeting ritual and routine. Students were encouraged to 

discuss their difficulties and accomplishments in the online environment during this time.  

Individual student interviews were informal and specific questions were based on 

my observations of the site. I had the ability to ask individual students questions during 

the school day and within the discussion forums on the homework site.  

Student Surveys 

To determine my students’ attitude and homework habits, I passed out a 

homework survey to my whole class and read it to them as they circled their responses. I 

emphasized that this survey was not for a grade and they should answer exactly how they 

felt and not be worried about being wrong. The school district provides a yearly student 

perception survey. Homework related questions on the district survey mirrored my survey 

questions. I used the district survey as a post assessment to compliment my initial survey. 

Parent Surveys 

Parents completed survey questions during the beginning of the study. They chose 

to speak with me informally so often I did not feel the need to ask them to complete a 

second survey at the end of the study. Informal conversations with parents provided me 

with insight related to students’ experiences with the online homework process, since I 

was not physically able to be in all of their homes to directly observe them while they 

were working. Parents provided me with a slightly different perspective than their 

children gave me.  
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Relationship of Data to Research Questions 

During this study, I looked for indicators of joint enterprise and mutual 

engagement.  I investigated the content, location, and frequency of the discourse. All of 

this provided valuable information related to my research questions.  

1.  How do third graders use technology to facilitate a Community of Practice?  

To find information related to this research question I observed students’ 

participation and collaboration in the online environment. A descriptive narrative of my 

observations and personal reflections as a facilitator of the online environment is 

presented in chapter five. 

    2.    How does a Community of Practice designed for children increase the 

amount of homework that is completed, provide support, and promote collaboration?  

I examined responses to the survey questions, gathered information from focus 

groups, interviews, informal conversations, and virtual observations of the homework 

site.  I looked for both trends in responses and any information related to homework, 

support, and collaboration.  

  3.     What structures are needed when designing a community for children? 

I looked at which tools students used while completing their assignments and 

socializing. I also designed collaborative literacy groups based on both ability and 

language proficiency.  I asked students for their opinions about the structures, tools and 

resources that I added to the Ning site. They eagerly gave their opinions and offered their 

advice. 
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Data Analysis 

Both quantitative and qualitative data were collected in this study. The small size 

of the case did not support the use of inferential statistics so quantitative analysis was 

confined to reporting simple frequencies based on survey data.  

Studying children’s knowledge and learning processes within an online 

Community of Practice is not a concrete investigation that follows a strongly delineated 

procedure. Based on Parnafes et al., (2008) I selected moment-by-moment analysis of a 

selection of episodes of interest, narrowing in on the fine details of the phenomenon in 

order to gain insight into these instantaneous moments of interaction and learning. This 

process of studying learning diverges from more common ones in notable ways. 

Attention given to diverse facets of the learning interaction can occur in context as they 

happen. An instantaneous analysis can be conducted, narrowing in on the fine details as 

they develop. The challenge of using such techniques is that, by their nature, they do not 

follow a strongly delineated procedure, especially not the usual sort of coding. The 

implication of this fine grain observation is that this data analysis is usually applied on a 

smaller number of cases (Parnafes et al., 2008). 

While coding is often seen as a key to systematically analyzing written and 

spoken discourse in qualitative research, the nature of this study and the language uses of 

young children did not easily lend themselves to classic methods of detailed coding of 

utterances. In fact, some have argued that for learning research, a more holistic and 

thematic approach is appropriate (Parnafes et al., 2008).  Further, coding may conceal the 

interactive nature of discourse, an important element in this study of community. 
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Learning can be said to occur when information is applied to produce a product. 

To analyze social and cognitive exchanges within the learning process more than 

examining a product is required (Henri, 1992).  Instead of only looking at the product of 

learning, Henri’s framework is designed to examine the process of learning. Henri (1992) 

designed operational definitions and identified indicators for her five dimensions of 

content analysis (Table 1). She developed a useful tool for online discussion analysis that 

expands the options for investigation beyond coding each sentence or individual 

contribution. She identified five dimensions for analysis of online discussion including: 

participation, interaction type, social cues, cognitive skills, and metacognitive skills and 

knowledge. Henri’s model defined not only the types of skills and interactions 

demonstrated in online postings, but also attempted to qualitatively define the nature and 

content of online interactions that give evidence of cognitive development and 

meaningful learning (Henri, 1992).   
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Table 1. Analytical Framework for Content Analysis from Henri (1992) 

 

 

The important information in such a qualitative analysis is the type of 

communication exchanged between participants. If participants are constructive and give 

positive feedback to fellow students, it seems reasonable to presume that this will create a 

culture of constructive collaboration where students encourage each other’s work. The 

extent to which class members are engaged in exchanging knowledge, opinions, and 

feedback would demonstrate the possibility of learning more than social interactions.  

The analysis uses qualitative discussion-analysis techniques modified from Henri 

(1992). This discussion-analysis framework was used to examine participation, 

interaction, social, and cognitive aspects of the online transcripts during the four months 

of the study. Student participation was examined and then broken down in terms of each 
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virtual space within the Ning site. This allowed the researcher to identify the main 

contributors to meaningful conversation as well as the emergence of leadership within the 

community. In order to determine if more than socializing occurred within the site, all of 

the spaces were examined.  Even if we acknowledge the importance of social discussion 

as facilitating participation, increasing motivation, and building a community, the 

discussions in this community should also be focused on the class learning objectives in 

order to claim that more than socializing occurred.  

Relationship between Henri (1992) and Wenger (2002) 

With the focus on communities of practice, it was critical to link the themes of 

Henri with the concepts of community developed by Wenger. I used a deductive 

approach combining Wenger’s Communities of Practice framework and Henri’s 

discussion-analysis techniques as themes for examining the data providing a holistic 

approach that relied on conversations rather than individual postings. Wenger’s ideas of 

mutual engagement and joint enterprise were used as a framework to examine the 

participation that occurred within the community along with Henri’s dimensions of 

cognitive and metacognitive skills and knowledge (Figure 3). Through this framework, 

themes were identified with examples provided in the following chapters to show how 

these contributed to understanding the content and processes involved in the developing 

Community of Practice in the study. 
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Figure 3. Combining Frameworks 

Validity 

A weakness of the methodology proposed for this study is the possibility that a 

researcher may impose subjective or personal interpretations on the data collected. Carter 

and Little (2007) argue that this can be less of an issue when the researcher justifies the 

assumptions underlying knowledge which directly influences methodology and methods 

used, thus making potential biases more transparent. Epistemology can be thought of as 

justification of knowledge, methodology provides justification for the methods of a 

research project, and methods can be thought of as actions for gathering evidence. Their 

relationship between epistemology, methodology, methods and knowledge creation is 

shown in Figure 4 from (Carter & Little, 2007). 

 



74 

 

Figure 4. The Relationship Between Epistemology, Methodology, and Method 

Validity, in research, refers to whether the findings of a study accurately reflect 

the situation and findings are supported by evidence. Triangulation is a method to check 

and establish validity in studies by analyzing a research question from multiple 

perspectives (Guion, 2011).  Leech and Onwuegbuzie (2007) propose using more than 

one type of analysis strengthens the rigor and trustworthiness of research findings. 

One disadvantage of triangulation is that it is time-consuming. Collecting more 

data and analyzing it in a variety of methods requires great deal of planning, organization, 

and time (Guion, 2011). For this study, only methods, data, and investigator triangulation 

were addressed. 

Triangulation of Methods 

Methodological triangulation involves the use of multiple qualitative and/or 

quantitative methods within a study. Results from surveys, focus groups, and interviews 

will be compared to see if similar results are found. Finding the same conclusion from 

each of the methods establishes validity. Quantitative research in not designed to answer 

why and how questions. Qualitative research methods are meant to address these process-
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oriented questions. In addition, qualitative research allows researchers to focus on 

cultural and contextual factors. The more information that is gathered during the 

investigation, the better the researcher will be able to position the quantitative findings in 

context. This strengthens the study’s design by providing an accurate and authentic 

picture of the process (Leech & Onwuegbuzie, 2007). Qualitative and quantitative 

methods are linked to each set of data in table 2. 

Patton (2002) cautions that a common misconception of triangulation is for a 

researcher to always arrive at consistency across data sources or approaches. He believes 

inconsistencies may result from the relative strengths of various approaches. These 

inconsistencies should not be seen as a weakness in the study because they can be used to 

uncover deeper meaning in the data (Patton, 2002). Onwuegbuzie and Leech (2007) 

suggest triangulation reduces the possibility of chance associations and systematic biases 

of methods. 

Table 2. Triangulation of Methods 

Qualitative Methods  Moment-by-moment analysis of a 

selection of episodes of interest, narrowing 

in on the fine details of the phenomenon in 

order to gain insight into these 

instantaneous moments of interaction and 

learning using open ended questions, 

document data, visual data, text and image 

analysis 

Quantitative Methods  Analysis of homework completion and 

participation within the online site.  
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Data Triangulation 

Data triangulation involves using different sources of information in order to 

increase the validity of a study (Lisa A. Guion, 2011). In this study, these sources were 

the students and their parents and families. In-depth interviews, focus groups, and 

surveys were conducted with each of these groups to gain insight into their perspectives 

related to the study.  

 Investigator Triangulation 

Investigator triangulation involves using different investigators in the analysis 

process. I used peer review and analysis as a form of investigator triangulation. Having 

multiple researchers examine the data establishes interrater reliability strengthening the 

findings (Leech & Onwuegbuzie, 2007). 

Summary 

From conducting this study I gained insight in understanding how a Community 

of Practice approach can facilitate the completion of homework for third grade students 

in an urban school. The study focused on issues of a teacher’s facilitation to develop an 

online community for young children as well as the impacts on students within the 

community experience. This study will add to the current knowledge of designing and 

facilitating online communities while expanding the knowledge of designing 

collaborative communities in educational settings with young children. 
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CHAPTER 4. INSTRUCTIONAL INTERVENTION: 

CONTEXT AND IMPLEMENTATION 

This chapter provides background information and specific details to allow the 

reader to better understand the setting, participants, and the role of the teacher/researcher 

in this study. It contains the steps I took to provide access to technology for my students, 

how I prepared my students within the classroom prior to working online from home, the 

timeline for implementation, and the types of homework assignments that were assigned. 

Context of the Study - Technology 

Technology Access 

 Advocates for social justice point out the disparities of technology resources for 

students that live in poverty. These students are being denied experiences that have been 

shown to increase their chances for employment and educational opportunities (Banister 

& Reinhart, 2011). At the time of this study (2011-2012), my school had inadequate 

computer resources and teachers lacked the knowledge and skills needed to integrate 

technology into their teaching practice.  

The school had limited computers to serve seven hundred students. There were 

two stationary labs, each housing thirty-two computers. In addition there was a mobile 

lab with thirty-two laptop computers and three netbook labs with seven computers each. 

Each classroom had one computer designated for teacher use.  All K-5 classrooms had an 

I-pad that was used for assessment purposes by the teacher. District and state assessments 

were slowly moving towards an online platform. 
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The school had one technology teacher to serve over seven hundred students. She 

had limited time to teach more than basic skills to students. Students learned basic typing 

and PowerPoint skills during the technology class that they attended for forty-five 

minutes, twelve times per year.  Many students had computers at home, however, they 

frequently did not have the skills or knowledge to use them for more than limited 

research, typing, social networking sites, and playing games.  

Beyond access issues, Cummins (qtd in Parker, 2007) describes a pedagogical 

divide that exists between affluent and high poverty schools. Students in affluent schools 

are more likely to use technology for collaborative inquiry activities. By contrast, the 

pressure from high stakes testing often results in a pedagogical focus on teaching to the 

test in low performing schools. These students are less likely to develop 21st-century 

literacy skills or to use technology to support the development of traditional literacy 

skills. Technology use for collaborative inquiry is perceived as “off-task” (Parker, 2007).  

Our student population received limited opportunities to use computer 

technologies in productive and creative modes within the formal school setting. 

Computer labs were only available to students for research projects or for scheduled 

monthly assessments. No other use of technology was permitted using district computers 

in my school. This decision was based on the school’s library/media teacher’s belief that 

computers are best used for research projects and the school administrations’ desire for 

monthly assessments in math, reading, and writing. Instead of staff development related 

to technology integration, teachers were discouraged from using existing technology with 

site-based rules stating that research projects and assessments had priority when 
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scheduling time in the computer lab. As a result, the majority of students seldom used 

computers or technology for more than assessment purposes within the school setting.  

Supplementing the technology environment 

To make this project possible required supplementing the technology provided by 

the school. I purchased Netbooks, cases for Netbooks, antivirus protection, and ear buds 

for 27 students to participate in this study. Using my personal Netbooks allowed my 

students to have unlimited access to technology within the classroom and to have the 

option of taking a netbook home to complete their homework assignments online.  

Because this was an online project, Internet service was needed for students 

outside of school. Twenty of the 27 families told me they had Internet access at home. All 

families refused my offer to pay for their Internet service. For any students that did not 

have Internet access at home and could not remain after school to use the school’s 

Internet service, I purchased Kindle readers with Internet access. I wanted to provide all 

of my students with books and technology to use at home even though they would not be 

a part of this research study.  

Beyond home access, students were given the opportunity to remain after school 

to use the school Internet in either the school library or within their classroom. Other 

options were available for Internet access outside of the school. The boys and girls club 

and public library were less than two blocks from school. They both had wireless Internet 

available for the community. There was also a McDonalds and a Starbucks located three 

blocks from the school with Internet service.  

Li (2012) believes as classrooms become increasingly diverse and ELLs' access to 

resources, including access to new technologies and social networks outside school 
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remains unequal, it is vitally important for teachers of ELLs to explore alternative ways 

to help these learners become members of learning communities that can facilitate their 

success in learning both English and academic content. 

Differing Internet uses for participants and non-participants 

While all parents gave permission for their children to participate in this study, 

only the fifteen students who participated using the Ning social networking site beyond 

the walls of the classroom were my participants for this study given the focus on 

collaboration outside of the formal classroom. Not included in the study were the 12 

students who completed their homework using traditional systems, or chose to work 

within the classroom, or used Kindles and paper. These students often asked me for help 

or did not have the opportunity to collaborate in the online community with other 

students. I believe their participation would bias the results of the study. However, all the 

students had the opportunity to learn about the technology and tools during the in-class 

scaffolding leading up to the homework assignment. Despite the in-class success, some 

students did not participate in the homework Ning. 

The students who were not participants in this study completed their homework in 

a variety of ways but did not use the online Ning site for support. Five students had 

Internet access at home but did not participate online from home, even though their 

parents signed permission forms allowing their participation in the study. These students 

gave a variety of reasons for not using Ning. Some parents did not allow their children to 

be on the Internet when they were not home. Students did not want to wait until their 

parents got home from work to complete their homework. They preferred to continue to 

take paper books home and use paper and pencil to complete their homework. All 
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students that did not participate in the online environment and had Internet access at 

home claimed that they had other obligations or limitations that kept them from working 

online when their friends were online. They said they didn’t want to be on the Ning site 

alone to complete their homework. 

Of the remaining students who did not have Internet access at home, each elected 

to use alternative technologies to complete their homework. Five of these students chose 

to remain in the classroom after school to complete their homework online. Two students 

who did not have Internet access at home could not remain after school to work online 

because they were responsible for younger siblings after school while their parents 

worked. These students took a Kindle reader and a netbook home and completed their 

reading response homework by using a Word document on a netbook. 

Tools and Texts 

Social networking with Ning 

During this study, third grade students participated in an online community using 

the social networking tool, Ning (http://www.ning.com), with a mission of 

collaboratively completing homework assignments. The online platform was used after 

school. Students checked out Netbooks from me and took them home each night.  

Ning is a platform for creating a social network.  It provides the choice of 

numerous features including the ability to embed video, post pictures, link documents and 

external websites, and participate in discussion forums. The discussion forums can be 

threaded to facilitate dialogue among participants. Members of the social network have a 

customizable profile page that links their profile picture to all of their comments within 

the site. This helped students to easily identify their peers within the site. Discussions and 
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posted information were grouped by category for simplified access to topics as displayed 

in Figure 5. 

 

 

Figure 5. Screen Shot of Home Page of Class Ning 

Additional tools 

A variety of tools were modeled and taught within the classroom for completing 

classroom assignments. Many of these same tools were available for students to use while 

completing homework assignments. Some students used a virtual white board with virtual 
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manipulatives and made a video modeling and explaining how they solved a math 

problem. Others typed their answer in the Ning discussion forum. 

Some tools were available as alternatives to writing text to complete homework 

assignments and communicate with peers. They had the ability to use GoAnimate, an 

animation tool, to create animated conversations and illustrate their stories. Some 

students used Voki, an animated talking head, to assist them with completing their 

assignment and identifying story elements. Another tool was StoryBird, an online 

publishing tool, used to illustrate their stories.  

Students used Jing, a free screenshot and screencast software, to design 

presentations within the classroom. Jing was also used within the Ning site to allow 

students to demonstrate and explain solving math problems, model their reading fluency, 

and post graphic organizers within the assignments section of the Ning site. 

Books and textbooks 

On the main page of the Ning site, I linked sites that housed electronic books and 

the students’ online math curriculum. Students had access to electronic books at a variety 

of reading levels and genres. The links included electronic books and articles from 

Razkidz, Tumblebooks, Tumble Readables, and Weekly Reader for independent reading. 

Electronic books have the ability to enhance texts with moving images, audio clips, and 

video. These features keep students engaged while reading independently and facilitate 

comprehension.  Students had a text-to-speech tool to assist them with reading online 

documents, however, all of these reading materials offered audio support features for 

text. Students had reading materials available in both Spanish and English. Math 

Connects, the math curriculum that was used within the classroom, had an online site that 
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provided a tremendous amount of support for students while working online. The site 

provided an online addition of the textbook that offered text-to-speech features. It had 

numerous virtual manipulatives and tools to accompany assignments including a virtual 

whiteboard, bilingual tutorials, an animated bilingual dictionary to support academic 

language and math vocabulary, online assessments, and a variety of virtual tools and 

games that students could access from home. The games and assessments provided 

additional practice and immediate feedback on newly acquired skills. Students were 

instructed to complete math assignments that were basically extra practice of what had 

been taught during class and to explain their problem solving process using academic 

language.  

Setting the Stage 

Customizing the Online Environment and Adding Assignments 

In order to streamline the navigation in Ning for third grade learners, I developed 

two academic categories in Ning's discussion forum. Initially, I created separate 

categories for math and reading assignments. Later, some of my research questions 

evolved into a new category within the discussion forum. 

Within each discussion category, I added nightly assignments and identified them 

using the current date. Initially, I provided exemplars to guide students through each 

assignment. I often made animated videos using GoAnimate or Jing to add visual and 

auditory support to my explanations.  I linked a text-to-speech tool to the Ning site to 

allow students to have all written information within the site read aloud for them. 

Translation links were added to allow parents to seamlessly translate any text within the 
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site into Spanish. As students quickly mastered the process, I provided less concrete 

support for each assignment.  

There is a distinct difference in the way that children are taught behavior 

expectations in school. Teachers in affluent schools use more implicit teaching 

techniques while teachers of low-income children are more explicit in their teaching of 

behavior expectations. The home culture of low-income children often differs from 

predominately white middle class school codes (Smith, 2012). Classroom rituals and 

routines are explicitly taught throughout my school.  

During the beginning of each school year, classroom expectations are taught to 

allow students to know exactly how to participate in the classroom community without 

getting into trouble. Children need to know what is considered inappropriate behavior in 

a school setting since it often differs from how children interact at home. My students’ 

interaction at home is not viewed as incorrect, just different than the expectations of 

school.  

Because so much attention is given to behavior expectations within the classroom 

setting, I devoted a great deal of time teaching students how to behave appropriately in 

our online community prior to the implementation of the study. We discussed cyber 

bullying, netiquette, and how to interact properly with others in our online community. 

We compared online communication with face-to-face communication to better 

understand the issues of miscommunication that can result from conversations in text 

form.  

I also informed students that all of their parents and the principal would be 

watching to see if anything bad happens online. I also told them that the district tracks 
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bad websites and to tell their family that if someone in their family logs onto a bad site, 

the district will know it and I will get in trouble.  I didn’t have to explain what a bad site 

was. They already knew all about this topic.   

The home page of each computer was set to our Ning site. All of the sites that 

students were allowed to visit were linked to our site. If they stayed on our site, they 

would be safe and not get into trouble.  

I set rules for where students were allowed to socialize and play and where they 

were to complete assignments.  Students easily related their personal pages to the school 

playground and the assignment sections to the classroom environment. 

In-Class Practice 

Even though students did not begin taking Netbooks home to collaboratively 

complete their homework assignments until January 2012, the virtual homework project 

began within the classroom in October 2011.  Prior to this study, these students had little 

to no experience using computers as a tool to facilitate learning. I began this project by 

teaching students to use technology within the classroom setting. Initially, students were 

taught to turn on a netbook and how to log on using a password. Next they learned to 

access the wireless Internet service and log on to our Ning site.  

Learning to use Ning 

I provided opportunities for students to use Ning to complete class assignments 

that were constructed to resemble what their future homework would look like.  I wanted 

to be sure all of my students were comfortable with the technology and tools that they 

would have access to from home. I was able to help them troubleshoot any problems they 

had with access or finding assignments within the site. All students in my class were 
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included in these in-class activities although only the 15 homework participants are the 

focus of this study. 

The discussion forum within the Ning site was divided into two categories. One 

was labeled as math and the other was reading. Assignments were posted using the 

current date to allow students to easily and consistently locate assignments.  Each task 

provided exemplars that used the same tools students were allowed to use to complete the 

assignments. Students worked in pairs to complete assignments within the classroom. I 

was also able to assist students that had technology issues within the classroom as they 

were completing assignments online.  

I modeled examples of proficient work and specifically taught students how to 

appropriately respond to their peers within the Ning site. I encouraged students to ask for 

and provide peer assistance within the site while they were in the classroom. I 

encouraged students to provide each other with both positive feedback and suggestions 

for improvement within the Ning site. Students began to provide help and ask for help 

when needed within the Ning site during class time. 

I taught them to use a variety of tools within the classroom setting. Students had 

several options of tools to choose from to meet assignment objectives. The practice 

progressed as the class pretended they were home completing their homework and I was 

not able to help them in person. 

Reading tools 

Students read e-books during class and identified story elements, using a story 

map as a graphic organizer.  After completing the story map, students posted a reading 

response within the reading section of the discussion forum on the Ning site. The reading 
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assignments included the identification of the story elements when students read fiction. 

When students read nonfiction, they were required to provide information that they 

learned from reading the text, identify the main idea and supporting details, and post their 

work within the discussion forum. Students were encouraged to comment on their peers’ 

postings. I explicitly taught students to provide positive comments before adding 

recommendations for improvement to their peers’ work. 

Math tools 

Students also worked together within the classroom to make a screencast, 

modeling and explaining how to solve math problems.  First students were taught to use 

Jing, a screen shot and screen-casting tool. Next, students were taught to use a virtual 

whiteboard and virtual manipulatives with Jing to model and explain how to solve a 

variety of math problems. Finally, I taught students to embed their videos and post a 

screenshot within the Ning site.  

The online math curriculum provided examples of screencasts that accompanied 

each math lesson.  I also modeled the process numerous times within the classroom while 

using a projector attached to my computer. Students shared their work daily by attaching 

a projector to their Netbooks and displaying their work on a large screen for their peers to 

watch.  

Expanding tool uses 

After learning to use Jing for math activities, students found applications for using 

the tool within their reading assignments. Several students chose to post a cover of the 

book that they read within the reading forum to accompany their reading response. Others 

made videos of themselves reading aloud while capturing the text using Jing.  It was 

exciting to observe students using Jing within the reading forum. They were able to 
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identify another use for the tool in a slightly different context. A few weeks prior to this 

application, most of my students did not know how to turn on a computer. Their grasp of 

new concepts and inventive applications impressed me. 

The next tool I taught students to use was Voki. Voki is basically an animated 

talking head. Users can type the text that they want the avatar to say or record themselves 

speaking. I selected this tool to provide an option for students to use for their reading 

response. Many students preferred using Voki because they said it was faster and easier 

than typing in the forum.  

The Homework Assignments 

Reading Activities 

I linked a variety of websites that housed electronic books to the Ning site. 

Reading homework mirrored what was expected within the classroom setting. Students 

read e-books and identified story elements, using a story map as a graphic organizer.  

After completing the story map, students posted a reading response within the reading 

section of the discussion forum on the Ning site. Figure 6 shows Goanimate, an 

animation tool that I used within the Ning site to explain assignments. The Avatar moves 

around and explains each part of the assignment. Examples and non-examples were also 

posted within each assignment section on the Ning site.  
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Figure 6. Explaining with an Avatar 

 The reading assignments included the identification of the story elements, when 

students read fiction. They included the story elements when writing a reading response. 

Figure 7 and 8 are examples of student work within the Ning site. 
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Figure 7. Students Story Map Example 
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Figure 8. Student Reading Response Following Story Map 

 

When students read nonfiction, they were required to provide information that 

they learned from reading the text within the discussion forum.  Figure 9 is an example of 

a non-fiction posting of a reading response. 
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Figure 9. Example of a Non-Fiction Reading Response 

 

Students were encouraged to comment on their peers’ postings. I explicitly taught 

students to provide positive comments before adding recommendations for improvement 

to their peers’ work. I provided positive feedback to students that commented on their 

peers’ postings. 

During independent reading time both within the classroom and during 

homework, students set goals, practiced reading strategies, and responded to reading. 

Independent reading time is meant to be more than simply sustained silent reading. There 

is a purpose for reading and accountability is woven into the practice. Students were 

instructed to read for one-half hour, write a reading response, and identify story elements 

as part of their nightly reading homework. Students were held accountable by writing in a 
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reading response journal both during and after independent reading time. This journaling 

became a more collaborative process within the threaded discussion forum in the Ning 

site.  Students also wrote book reviews both inside and outside of class to encourage their 

peers to read as modeled in Figures 10 and 11. 

 

Figure 10. Book Review: Class Work 
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Figure 11. Book Review: Homework 

 

When the classroom curriculum changed into nonfiction reading and writing, 

homework assignments changed into identifying the main idea and supporting details 

while reading. Students shared what they learned while reading nonfiction text. 

Translation tools and a bilingual picture dictionary were linked to the Ning site for 

language support. Students had the choice of reading electronic books or traditional paper 

books for all reading assignments. 

 In order to implement Kagan’s collaborative structures within the Ning site. I 

used the group feature of the Ning site to provide a separate space within the site for 
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group work. I did not assign specific books for student to read at night independently, 

however, I tried to use Kagan’s collaborative structures by having groups of students all 

read the same books at night as a separate reading activity. I wanted to determine if 

students would be able to each identify a different story element, write a short paragraph 

describing the specific story element, and have the group leader edit and combine the 

group writing into one summary. I developed heterogeneous groups of five students 

based on reading level and English language ability. 

The first person to log on each night was allowed to choose the book for their 

group to read. I created separate pages within the Ning site for collaborative reading 

groups. Even though this structure worked on the Ning site within the classroom, the 

group homework writing assignments didn’t work due to the asynchronous aspect of the 

discussion forum. Students within each group did not log on at the same time. The group 

leaders completed the assignment without waiting for all members to contribute to the 

writing process. Students told me they wished they could work with their friends instead 

of with their groups. None of them liked this assignment section and I deleted it after a 

month. Figure 12 is an example of student conversation related to the reading group. Two 

students were deciding which book the group should read. 
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Figure 12. Kagan Group Reading Assignment 

 

Math Activities 

A math worksheet was part of the required district homework assignment.  After 

completing the required math worksheet, students selected a problem from the worksheet 

to explain using academic language. Some students simply typed their explanation in the 

discussion forum. Others used a virtual white board with virtual manipulatives and made 

a screencast modeling and explaining their problem solving strategies. These movies 

were then embedded within the discussion forum on the Ning site.  

  After explaining a math problem students took an online quiz, and posted their 

score in the math discussion forum within the Ning site.  After taking the online quiz, 

students were encouraged to play math games that reinforced each assignment. 
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I seldom graded traditional homework assignments prior to this study. It was 

difficult to determine how much of the work was completed by my students without the 

help of older siblings or parents. Our math curriculum provides parents with an 

introduction to each chapter. This introduction includes the answers to all homework 

problems. Students have admitted to copying the answers from this packet. Prior to this 

study, I checked homework for completeness to determine if students struggled with any 

portion of the assignment.  The type of homework that I assigned was basically extra 

practice of concepts that were taught during class.  

Homework within the Ning site required the use of technology and familiarity of 

the tools and online site. Parents were not able to help their children to locate assignments 

or maneuver within the site as well as peers could assist each other. The assignments 

mirrored classwork. Students used a virtual white board with math manipulatives and a 

screen casting software to record themselves explaining how to solve problems in math.  

Students are able to complete the work independently, if they grasped the 

concepts during class. It was easy to determine who completed homework assignments 

without helping themselves to the math answer sheet, based on class performance and 

weekly assessments.  

Implementation: Homework Completion 

Throughout the months of October through December, students used the Ning site 

constantly to complete their classwork. I wanted to ensure that they would not have 

issues with the process when they began working at home. 

In January, my IRB application was approved and students began packing up their 

Netbooks and taking them home, Monday through Thursday, every week to complete 
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their homework assignments.  Students did not take Netbooks home over the weekend or 

during holidays. This allowed me to analyze the site and to prepare assignments for the 

following week. I felt that students would begin to play on the site if they did not have 

specific assignments posted. Allowing too much free time by having the Netbooks over 

the weekend might change the purpose of the site to more socializing or gaming instead 

of working together to complete homework assignments. I also needed the site to remain 

static while I made in depth observations.  I created a new Ning site just for homework 

and linked it to the classroom Ning site. This allowed all students to continue to use the 

old site within the classroom and the research project could have a fresh start without 

postings from non-participants. This enabled all students to view the homework site, 

however only students completing their homework online posted on the new site. 

From Teacher Support to Independent Learners 

 As the children’s teacher, I was available to make sure the virtual classroom 

provided a safe and healthy learning space. When my students started taking the 

computers home, I was on the site Monday through Thursday night. These were the 

nights that homework was assigned. Students logged in at 3:10 p.m. and often remained 

on the site until 11:00 at night. Initially, students asked me for help and had conversations 

with me. As the study progressed they would ignore me or say hello and then work and 

socialize with their peers. I made a point to provide immediate feedback to student’s 

postings. If I didn’t provide feedback soon enough, students would inform me that they 

had finished their assignment by commenting on my personal page.  

Soon they were asking each other if they had finished their homework and left me 

out of the loop. I saw my students become independent within the site. Leaders emerged 
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that differed from within the brick and mortar classroom leaders. I was surprised to find 

one of my low performing girls telling a gifted boy where to find his assignments. This 

would never have happened within the classroom. This emergence of surprising 

leadership supports findings by Henry, Castek, O’Byrne, and Zawilinski (2012) that 

collaborating in an online environment ‘reconceptualized’ low performing students’ role 

within the classroom community. These students were transformed into peer coaches by 

leading and sharing new strategies. 

 I analyzed the data throughout the study as a type of formative assessment of my 

ability to structure assignments that allowed students to learn from each other without 

simply copying each other’s work.  During the beginning of the study, it appeared 

students were copying the first person that posted their work in the assignment section. I 

mentioned this issue during one of our morning meetings. Students began rushing home 

to log in and be the first one to complete their assignments to avoid copying others. I 

immediately redesigned homework assignments so that the daily objectives remained 

static but students had to find alternate ways to meet the objectives. Students were to read 

different books from their peers using the same story map and including the story 

elements in their summary.  They all were assigned the same math worksheet, since it 

was the district’s required curriculum, however they each had to choose a different math 

problem that no one else had explained prior to their posting and explain how to solve it 

within the assignment section. Having the same type of assignments every night may 

have hindered the need to ask for peer support. Because my students were third graders, I 

did not want the technology or navigation within the Ning site to interfere with 

completing homework assignments.  
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Post-Study Student Activity 

The project was officially designed to end in May 2012 prior to the end of the 

school year. I wanted to begin analyzing some of the data while I still had access to my 

students for follow up questions. 

Surprisingly, my study did not end as planned. I left the site up over the summer 

and several of my students continued to access the resources and each other. 

Unfortunately, one student deleted his entire profile from the site over the summer 

resulting in the deletion of all the student's postings. I was not on the site much until I 

realized that my students were still using the site over the summer without me.  I noticed 

students were communicating with each other socially on the site, but I wanted to find out 

if they were also continuing to read or use any of the tools and links on the site without 

my presence.  

In the fall of the following school year, I reunited my class for an additional 

follow up discussion to find out if they continued to read the e-books that were linked to 

the site over the summer.  

The Parent Role in the Study 

During the initiation and completion of the study I interviewed parents with their 

children. Parents were encouraged to provide me with feedback and suggestions on an 

ongoing discussion forum. Parents also had access to me to express their questions or 

concerns both before and after school. In addition, parents were able to email me or 

telephone me for private communication. 
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Several parents that participated in this study did not understand English. A 

translator was present during all of my interaction with Spanish speaking parents. All 

information related to this study was available in both English and Spanish. 

Parents were considered co-researchers during this study. Their insight was 

valuable, related to what happened at home and how much support their children needed 

to participate online. Parents were able to observe the online interaction by looking over 

their child’s shoulder. I encouraged them to suggest areas for improvement in the online 

environment. Their comments and recommendations for improving both the domain and 

the practice were implemented when possible. Parents had daily access to me for 

questions and concerns during this process. They were free to withdraw their child from 

the study at any time without penalty. 

Summary 

The goal of this additional chapter was to provide background information by 

describing the setting, the participants, and information related to setting the stage for this 

research project. I believe the time I spent within the classroom preparing my students to 

become familiar with the technology facilitated their ability to participate in a 

Community of Practice designed around collaboratively completing their homework 

assignments in an online environment. 

In the next chapter, Chapter Five, I will present my findings including the patterns 

and themes that emerged during this process.  
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CHAPTER 5. RESULTS 

While the previous chapter is a description of the instructional intervention and 

the classroom activities, this chapter is a discussion of the data collected to understand 

the impacts. The results of homework quality and completion rates are addressed along 

with a review of the data showing how a Community of Practice evolved and developed 

among young children. 

The data analyzed included the results from the pre- and post-surveys, written 

postings by the students in the class Ning social networking site, comments made during 

daily discussion in class, and teacher observations. Additional supportive material came 

from discussion with parents.  

My students’ and their parents’ words are used explicitly in reporting the data for 

this chapter to enable readers to experience the context in a similar way to me and to hear 

the voice of the participants. By using the participants’ postings within the online site, 

comments from discussions, meetings, surveys, and responses to my interview questions, 

I intend to build the reader’s confidence that the phenomena are accurately represented. 

In reporting the findings, I am not presenting what every participant posted or said, but 

instead how different individuals were making similar statements, even if expressed in 

slightly different ways.  I discuss the findings that were most prominent and report data 

that I feel are relevant to my research questions. 

The findings related to how technology was used to facilitate a Community of 

Practice will be explained related to the students’ use of tools, personal pages, and their 
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participation within the assignment sections of the discussion forum. The findings are 

presented through descriptive writing, figures, and tables. 

Homework Completion Rates and Quality 

I begin with an account of the third graders’  responses from the initial homework 

survey that I administered prior to implementation of the study and compare this to 

results on the survey after they had been using the Ning for homework completion.  

The initial survey was passed out to students during class. I read each question out 

loud to students and they answered the questions with me in the classroom. Following the 

completion of the study, the same survey was administered. I read each question again 

and students completed the survey simultaneously while I was present. Because my 

students wished to please me, my presence might have affected student responses. 

Further, students may have wanted to provide the "right" answer rather than an accurate 

one. To provide additional verification, each of the survey responses is further elaborated 

through additional data, including student, teacher, and parent comments. 

All students (n=15) claimed to complete their homework every night prior to the 

implementation of this study when asked on the pre- and post-survey (Figure 13), 

although evidence from teacher data differ from their survey responses. My classroom 

records show that only three of these students turned in all of their homework on a 

regular basis prior to the study.  
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Figure 13. Student Responses on Homework Completion 

 

If they completed it, they failed to turn it in. A homework completion chart that 

was displayed within my classroom remained nearly void of smiley faces, indicating that 

homework was seldom completed and turned in prior to the study. In this case, student 

responses seem to have been influenced by a desire to please the teacher or provide the 

"right" response. However, as shown in figure 14 the teacher records indicate the 

homework completion rate did in fact improve. None of the fifteen participants turned in 

their completed homework prior to the intervention and all participants completed their 

homework during the study. 
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Figure 14. Classroom Record of Homework Completion 

 

Henri’s dimensions of participation, social, and interactivity used as indicators for 

Wenger’s notion of mutual engagement and joint enterprise were evident within student’s 

postings within the Ning site. Students wishing to provide help to others frequently asked 

their peers if they had finished their homework online, suggested corrections to spelling, 

and prompted others to add more information to their postings. Students held each other 

responsible for completing assignments and posting proficient work by posting positive 

comments in response to completed assignments and offering suggestions for 

improvement when needed. I have added student postings from the Ning site to show 

examples of how students interacted and helped each other online. 

Shared Repertoire 

 Wenger’s shared repertoire was not only the use of tools and resources within the 

Ning site but also included Henri’s dimensions of cognitive and metacognitive skills and 

knowledge.  Figure 15 demonstrates the cognitive skill level of my third grade students.  
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Metacognitive skills were present as students reflected on their experience within the 

Ning site (Figure 21). Both cognitive and metacognitive skills represent having a shared 

repertoire.  

 

Figure 15. Student Comments on Peer Work 

 

Mutual Engagement and Joint Enterprise 

Participation and joint enterprise are evident in student postings. They were 

interactive when asking for help and socializing within the site. The joint enterprise was 

completing the homework assignments. Even though there is little overt data within the 

Ning site that demonstrates collaboration, students publicly encouraged each other to 

complete their assignments, offered suggestions to their peers for improvements, asked 
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for help and provided assistance, and shared their work by posting in the assignment 

section of the Ning site. 

Students often checked to make sure everyone completed their assignments and if 

anyone needed help online. They prompted other students to complete their assignments. 

Instead of parents asking if homework was completed, several students became self-

appointed homework monitors. Two students went to everyone else’s page and checked 

to determine if their homework was completed. If they were not able to locate the 

assignment, they left a reminder or a playful reprimand on that student’s personal page. 

Figure 16 demonstrates how students monitored each other’s progress toward meeting the 

objective of the Ning site. 

 



109 

 

Figure 16. Example of Student Peer Pressure 

 

Students most often asked for help with locating assignments and about specific 

requirements related to math assignments (Figure 17). This happened both within the 

assignment section and on personal pages. If students noticed that one of their peers was 

online they posted directly on their personal pages. If no other student was online, they 

asked me for help or posted a blanket plea for assistance within the assignment section. 
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Figure 17. Students Asking for Help 

 

  Students were given a variety of tools to use to complete assignments. Peer 

collaboration was most often related to locating assignments and deciding which tool to 

use to complete assignments.   
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The issue of tools and peer monitoring can be shown through one particular 

example (Figure 18).  In this math assignment, students were required to take two online 

assessments. The students were told to take an online quiz and post their score within the 

math assignment section of the discussion forum. One student felt that a screen shot of 

the computer-generated score would be more valid than a self-reported score. She set the 

bar for integrity by taking a screen shot of her score. The student who then posted, “I got 

100 on both” does not usually score high on classroom math assessments. The highest 

performing student in class noticed the suspiciously high score and compared it to his 

own score. He asked the peer that used the screen shot to post her score if a screen shot 

was required. This was a subtle way to let his peers and me know that the posted score of 

100% was probably inflated.  
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Figure 18. Self-reported Math Scores 

 

Student Attitudes and Beliefs about Homework 

The number of students that reported liking their homework increased. Further, 

with the change in the way homework was presented, attitudes changed towards issues of 

the amount of homework assigned (Figure 19). On the question, "I feel teachers give too 

much homework," no students agreed with this on the post-survey.  
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Figure 19. Changes in Student Homework Attitudes 

There was no change in whether students perceived outside activities such as 

sports or music impacting homework completion. No students agreed with the survey 

statement, "Activities such as sports and music are more important to me than doing my 

homework," in either the pre- or post-survey. 

Students also indicated that they were more confident in the assignments and in 

their ability to complete them when using the online process. Fewer students were 

confused by homework assignments as indicated by survey responses (Figure 20). While 

five students responded positively to the question, "I sometimes feel confused about 

homework assignments," none indicated confusion after using the Ning. Further, they 

were able to deal more easily with the technology at home over time. All students 

reported their parents had to help them to get onto the wireless Internet from home on the 

first night when asked during class discussions by the teacher. Once students knew the 

name of their network, they were able to connect independently from home. 
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Figure 20. Survey Responses on Homework Confusion 

 

The increase in positive attitudes towards homework was reinforced through 

student comments. The primary and overriding finding of this study is that all students 

said they enjoyed completing their homework within the Ning site. The reasons they 

liked it were similar: One reason they enjoyed working on the Ning site was having 

access to their friends while they completed their assignments. Further, they thought the 

technology was motivating. The issues of peer support and interaction are discussed 

further below. 

Students elaborated on homework attitudes and issues when responding to teacher 

posted questions in the Ning site (Figure 21). 
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Figure 21. Student Responses to Teacher-Posted Research Question in Ning 

 

Student Collaboration to Support Homework 

The post survey responses related to having help with homework reflect peer 

assistance. The thirteen students that reported having family help prior to the study 

decreased to two at the end of the study, while the number of students that claimed they 

had help when they needed it increased from ten to twelve. 

The following is the third graders perception and self-report of their experience 

working within the Ning to complete their homework from responses posted within the 

"research section" of the Ning. All fifteen students reported they liked having the ability 
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to work and chat with their peers while completing their homework within the Ning site. 

[Note – spelling is the original text by the third grade students and is not corrected in the 

quotations.] 

Jimmie Lee: “If I need help, I can ask the ones ho are online.”  

David: “When ever I need help I ask people for help.”  

Vesta: “When friends help, it makes if a lot easier to find books and know where 

to write the summary. When I help, I feel like I was a big helper.”  

Kristen: “The thing that is easier is if you ask someone if they can help they help 

in a second.”  

Jimmie Lee: “My classmates helped me they said to fickts your writing.”  

Paul: “Working on the Ning is great because our parents don’t have to help us our 

friends can help us if they want.”  

Mike commented of the difference between traditional homework and working on 

the Ning site. He said, “I think it helped me a lot because you didn’t get help from your 

friends and with online homework you get to work with them.”  

Becky: “Other people can help you and they can correct you without changing 

your words in the paragraph. Sometimes theres alot to fix.  All friends can help you and 

they can also check your work all the time also they can put in your page nice job.” 

Students enjoyed helping each other and communicating online. The use of online 

tools and working within the Ning site were better supported by peers. Students relied on 

peer support instead of asking their parents for help when working online. Students 

realized they knew more about technology than their parents. They began teaching their 

parents how to use the online tools they were using to complete their homework. During 



117 

our morning meetings, one student shared that she taught her parents to use GoAnimate. 

She was excited that the avatars could speak in both Spanish and English. She discussed 

how her parents sat together on the couch and she taught them to make an animation 

using the online avatars. She boasted, “My parents thought GoAnimate was cool.”  

When students logged on and none of their classmates were on the site they didn’t 

enjoy it as much as when they could immediately communicate with their peers. Ted 

often logged on after his classmates had finished their assignments because he had 

football practice. He commented, “I don’t like it when I’m on and no one is on.”  

Laura often logged on late at night to complete her assignments. She said, “The 

thing that is hard is when you are online and need help and no one is on.”  

Only two of these same students also said it was helpful to have access to their 

teacher while completing their assignments online. 

Nan said, “The best thing I like is that you can chat with your friends and your 

teacher.”  

Mat said, “ My classmates and my teacher help me alot.” 

I designated personal pages in Ning as a place to socialize and the discussion 

forum as a place to complete their homework assignments. I knew children would need a 

place to play together as well as a place to work together. I did not see any social 

behavior within the assignment sections, however, I did notice homework related 

discussions popping up on student’s personal pages. 
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Parents and Homework 

Student Comments on Parents, Homework and Technology 

Students reported that their parents helped less often when completing their 

homework at the end of the study, however the number that had their homework checked 

increased. I know seven of these parents do not know English well enough to provide 

much help for their children with their homework.  I also know that three students 

participating in this study are home alone after school while their parents work. The 

student responses that reflect parental support may be inflated or students’ answers may 

indicate they do not feel they need help with their homework.  

 

Table 3. Student Survey Responses on Homework Help 

 Yes Total 
Pre 

Total 
Post 

Change 

Someone checks my homework for me when I am 
finished. 

√ 10 15 +5 

Someone at home asks me if I have finished my 
homework. 

√ 15 15 0 

My family helps me with my homework. √ 13 2 -11 
 

The question, “Someone at home asks me if I have finished my homework,” 

should have been more specific, considering the number of second language learners in 

my classroom. I ask students every morning if they finished their homework as part of 

our daily routine. I also had two students that were self-appointed homework monitors 

within the site. They asked everyone if they finished their homework within the site. 

After finishing homework assignments, students were allowed to compete with their 

peers using virtual math games and a Buddy Poke application linked to the site. They also 

made up their own type of “chat” that mimicked Internet chat acronyms and posted 
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pictures for their friends on their personal pages. I used the site’s moderator features to 

set a limit for posting pictures within the site. Students could only post one picture per 

day on the site.  The ability to “play” within the site and on their friends’ personal pages 

was a motivation for some students to finish their assignments.  

While the focus of this study was on student homework completion, an important 

side effect was that parents not only became more interested in student work but found 

the technology engaging for their own learning. This was particularly true for those who 

were English language learners. All students reported that their family used the Netbooks 

when they brought them home. This was reported during daily discussions among the 

teacher and students in the classroom. Eight students reported their parents used the 

animated children’s books to learn English. They all reported that they enjoyed helping 

their parents use the Netbooks. Several had stories about the shared uses of the Netbooks. 

For example, one student said she could not find her netbook when she finished 

taking a bath one night and discovered her mother was using it and looking through the 

Ning site. Her mother was also reading the animated e-books for children. She was proud 

that her mother was learning English using the e-books. Sometimes this interfered with 

homework completion. Another student complained that she often had to fight her 

brother for the netbook. Her parents were not home after school and her brother liked to 

use the netbook for Facebook. She said this is why she always logged in late to complete 

her assignments. She had to wait until her parents got home from work to get the netbook 

away from her older brother.  
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Parents Comments on Student Homework 

In personal conversations, all parents mentioned they liked the project and told 

me they were seeing improvement in their child’s work. All parents said they never had 

to tell their child to do their homework any more. All parents thanked me every time they 

saw me for allowing their child to take a netbook home and for making the homework 

site for their child to use. I almost didn’t want to ask them how it was going when I saw 

them because I didn’t want them to feel they had to thank me again. 

Parents posted in the Ning research section, with six providing their comments. In 

addition to commenting within the Ning site, five different parents wrote handwritten 

letters to me.  Four parents preferred to meet with me in person instead of providing a 

written response. The majority of parents cited that it was helpful to their child to be able 

to work with other students online to complete their homework. They all claimed that 

their child enjoyed doing their homework on the Ning site. Parents found it motivating 

for their child. One parent said he never had to tell his son to complete his homework. 

His son began to work as soon as he got home.  

Another parent wrote that this was the first time her son had enjoyed his 

homework.  

A few participants (2 of 15) described the difficulty their child had using the 

online tools.  Figure 22 is an example of parent postings within the research discussion 

category within the forum. They were logged on as their child to post their comments. 

Students felt the need to tell me that their mom was responsible for the post. Mothers 

wrote letters, posted with the site, and spoke with me in person about their perceptions of 

the site and their child’s participation in the research. No fathers posted within the Ning 
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site. Fathers made a point to speak with me in person. Many fathers dropped by my 

classroom and discussed the research with me. Several Spanish-speaking fathers told me 

they used the animated children’s books to practice English. They liked to hear the stories 

and see the text highlighted as the book was read aloud. One father asked me if there 

were adult books available so he could practice his English online. 

 

Figure 22. Parent Responses to Teacher- Posted Research Question in Ning 

 

 I translated Spanish postings into English, prior to posting parent responses 

below using Google Translate. Some translations may not be exact due to the limitations 

of the application. Figures 23-25 are the actual parent postings within the site. 
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Figure 23. Parent Response in Spanish, Example 1 

 [Translation} 

Parent 1: This is very helpful for my daughter. This is the first that my daughter is 

involved in a project of this category. 

Me: Thank you for your help. 

 

Figure 24. Parent Response in Spanish, Example 2 
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 [Translation] 

Parent 2: First I admire the dedication of the teacher to his students and 

profession, this project allows children to have more contact with the technology and 

more fun for them to do homework, so my son is always ready to make the task without 

any problem. You are helping to preserve the planet and save paper. I think the project is 

very well at the moment I have not any idea to improve it. 

 

  

Figure 25. Parent Response in Spanish, Example 3 

[Translation] 

Parent 3: That is very good. David enjoys learning while doing the homework. I 

like this project, congratulations good teacher. 

 

Several parents wrote personal letters to me in Spanish. I used Google to translate the 

letters into English.  

[Data from hand written letters translated by Google translate] 

Parent 1: I was very happy during this year because my daughter was with you 

Ms. Bradley. Everything was different from other years. You supplied your computers 

and other items for them. They perform better because of you. That's why I thank you. 
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Parent 2: I like the way that children are supported to do their homework with the 

computer and how they help each other and moreover there is security on the Internet. 

Parent 3: The pages on the computer on which helps my daughter study and 

spends time in my opinion are good. 

Parent 4: Thank You very much for your patience. The web page you conduct 

with children is very good. It helped him much. It was also very good idea that they work 

on the computer at home.  I have seen much more interest in homework and he has 

greatly improved. 

Parent 5: Some nights the class has math homework that my child likes to do and 

he doesn’t like math. At first he was frustrated because when he logged on everyone else 

was already finished and logged off. This is the first time my child has enjoyed doing his 

homework. 

Below are transcribed comments from personal conversations I had with parents 

related to the research project. 

Parent 6: I never have to tell my son to do his homework. He comes home and 

immediately logs on and begins to work. I think it is great that he is learning about 

technology and working with his friends to do his work. He knows so much. The 

computer helps him to learn so much. I am going to tell everyone I know what you are 

doing for these kids. Thank you for motivating my son to do his homework and teaching 

him so much. He shows me what he has learned and I can’t believe it. He knows more 

than I do. We have a computer to use at home, but he likes thinking that he has his own 

personal computer. He carries it around like a businessman. He is very careful with it. I 

like the site that you created. It is cool. 
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Parent 7: This is a good project. The kids are learning a lot. My son likes to take 

the computer home and work. The books help him. They help me too. I like to hear and 

see the words. It helps me with English. All of the family uses the computer. Is that okay? 

His sister uses it for school. She goes to dental school. Thank you for letting my family 

use the computer and for helping my son. 

Parent 8: Thank you Ms. Bradley. The homework is good. My son likes it. He 

does his homework. I can’t help him. My English is not good to help him. He is getting 

better at reading. I hear him read and he is better Thank you. He likes the math too. He 

shows me his score on the test. He is good. You help him a lot.  

Parent 9: I don’t know how you did it be he is actually afraid that he will do 

something wrong and you will see him. He does his homework because he says you are 

watching him (laughing). 

During parent/teacher conferences all families mentioned either the homework 

project or that their child was learning a lot about technology during class this year. In 

addition to homework assignments, all 27 students completed classroom assignments 

within a separate Ning site that was linked to the homework site. Because all parents 

signed permission slips for their student to participate in this study, I included a link to 

the classroom Ning site within the homework Ning site. Parents whose child participated 

in the study from home liked the ability to see all of their child’s classwork as well as 

their homework every day. This process also allowed all students access to the online 

homework assignments from school, even if they were not completing their homework 

online from home.   
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Parent Suggestions for Changes 

I asked parents if they found anything that I need to change or if they think I 

could make any improvements to the site. I asked if their child was having any issues or 

problems with the technology or understanding the assignments. 

Only two parents offered me suggestions. I had students read in a heterogeneous 

group based on language and reading ability. My intent was for them to collaboratively 

write a summary of the book as part of their reading homework. Who ever logged on first 

selected the book for their group to read. It became a competition to see who logged on 

first.  

One parent asked me to make sure the students all knew what book they were 

going to read prior to going home. Her son had football practice and didn’t get to help 

choose the books that his group was going to read because he was never able to log on 

first. The first student to log on each night was allowed to choose the books for their 

group to read. 

A second parent suggested that I make sure students knew how to use all of the 

tools they were going to use to complete the assignments. Students all demonstrated that 

they could access and easily use the tools within the classroom. Her daughter continually 

reported issues with access to the screen-casting tool, Jing, when she was home.  

Technology as a Motivator 

Students constantly asked each other if they had finished their homework on their 

personal pages. After they finished their homework, they met on a virtual math site and 

competed with each other while playing math games. Students said they enjoyed working 

together online to complete their homework assignments. They also liked taking a 
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computer home each night to share their knowledge with their family. Parents said they 

were amazed how much their children were learning about technology. They all said their 

child enjoyed working on the computer to complete homework assignments and working 

with their friends online.  I posted a question in the discussion forum asking students to 

post what they thought about doing their homework online.  

Jimmmie Lee: “I like the homework site I think it is great.I enjoyed doing my 

homework in the site. I wish I could so my homework always and do it all the days. I 

loved the site. Thank you Ms.Bradley.” 

David: “I like doing my home work. On the computer it is so cool I can do my 

homework then I can go on cool math games it is really fun I never got to take a 

computer home before.” 

All students reported enjoying the experience of working online with their friends 

to complete their homework. 

 

Community Impacts Beyond the Homework Study 

In the fall of the following school year, I reunited my class for an additional 

follow up discussion to find out if they continued to read the e-books that were linked to 

the site over the summer. I noticed that they were communicating with each other 

socially on the site, but I wanted to find out if they were also continuing to read or use 

any of the tools and links on the site without my presence. Two students admitted to 

using the site to access electronic books to read over the summer. The rest of the class 

said they did not use the site over the summer. 

Twelve students from last year had lunch with me in February of the following 

year. Two of them were invited, the other ten showed up when they heard that others 
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were invited. During lunch, one student commented that she was not able to log on to the 

Ning site any more.  When I told her that I had shut the site down, she was disappointed 

and said that she wished they still worked on it. This started a discussion of the Ning site 

among the students. They all mentioned that they enjoyed working on the site from home 

and missed working together online at night. These students were split into two separate 

fourth grade classrooms, however, they remain bonded by their third grade experience of 

working together in an online community. I have never had a group of students remain 

close friends after they move to fourth grade unless they were placed in the same 

classroom.  

I continued to speak with parents when they pick up their fourth graders after 

school. They still thank me for all that I did for their child last year as they sit and talk 

with me. This research created a bond with my past students and their families. This is 

the first time I have continued relationships with parents after I no longer have their child 

in my classroom. They continue to make an effort to stop by my classroom to say hello to 

me, even though their child is no longer in my classroom.  

Valentines Day 2013 was filled with cards and gifts from students and their 

parents from the previous school year. This is the first time parents from a previous year 

have dropped off gifts for me. My students from last year constantly ask to have lunch 

with me in my classroom. I try to accommodate their request once a month. No other 

students from previous years have been so attached to me. Both parents and students 

continue to talk about how much they enjoyed completing homework assignments with 

others online and wish they could still work together on the Ning site. 
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Summary 

Through rich description, this chapter provided an account of my students’ use of 

technology to facilitate a Community of Practice and how this online community 

provided support and promoted homework completion. The next chapter includes a 

discussion of these data and themes, putting the study in the context of previous research 

and implications for practice. 
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CHAPTER 6. DISCUSSION AND CONCLUSIONS 

The final chapter discusses how my findings compare with previous research and 

their implications. My research questions will be addressed through an interpretation of 

the data. In addition, this chapter relates the findings to previous research results and 

presents potential areas for future research. 

Research Questions in Perspective 

Building Community among Third Grade Students 

While the Community of Practice concept has primarily been developed in terms 

of adult collaborations, a key question in this research was, "How do third graders use 

technology to facilitate a Community of Practice?" The assumption was that such a 

community was possible, and that an online community could facilitate learning by 

providing the social dimensions proposed by Vygotsky. The definition of a "Community 

of Practice" given by Etienne Wenger states, “Communities of practice are groups of 

people who share a concern or a passion for something they do and learn how to do it 

better as they interact regularly" (Wenger, 2006). He lists fun with colleagues, 

engagement in meaningful work, personal development, and socializing as reasons for 

participation in a Community of Practice.  

In keeping with this definition, the findings revealed students had fun with their 

peers, engaged in meaningful work, and socialized while participating in the research 

project. Further, they did so within the context of organized learning and a clear purpose 

within the social networking environment. 
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Students provided support by posting their work for others to use as a reference. 

Until I designed more individualized assignments, students appeared to copy each other’s 

work within the assignment section. This demonstrated they were using each other’s 

work as an exemplar.  

 Students helped each other locate assignments, edit and revise postings, and 

encouraged each other to complete their homework assignments. They provided 

encouragement by posting praise, humorous reminders, and virtual awards for their peers. 

They were concerned when students did not immediately complete their assignments and 

asked each other if they finished their homework on their personal page within the site.  

 Students spent a great deal of time socializing on their personal pages, however, 

this did not appear to hinder the completion of their assignments. Students that were not 

considered close friends within the classroom developed friendships within the Ning site. 

Students who logged on to the site during the same time always said hello to others who 

were on the site. Time of participation could have been a factor in developing these 

online friendships. However, students made sure all participants were included within the 

site. They made a point to post something for everyone each night without my prompting. 

This could have been a result of our discussion of cyber bullying prior to implementation. 

One definition of bullying is excluding others. Bullying is not tolerated within the 

classroom. Because many of our classroom rules and procedures carried over into the 

Ning site, this could have developed as an extension of our classroom community. I also 

stressed that any cyber bullying would result in the loss of access to a computer. This 

social interaction could also be a sign of the transformation from a bonded community 

into a Community of Practice.  
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I would further argue that the homework platform is a Community of Practice not 

only because of the results during the study documented in the preceding chapters, but 

also because the online community continued to be active without my presence during 

the summer after school requirements and the research project had ended. Participants in 

the research project continued to remain connected through this common experience. The 

students were divided into separate fourth grade classrooms, yet still chose to have lunch 

together as a group both within the cafeteria or when they had the opportunity to reunite 

within my classroom. When I agreed to host lunch in my classroom with individual 

students, the entire research group showed up uninvited and discussed the online 

homework experience without questioning or prompting from me.   

Several students asked me why I shut down their Ning site. The community is no 

longer active online; however, the feeling of community remains among the participants. 

Their parents and families continue to speak with me informally about how much their 

child enjoyed working together with their friends to complete their homework online last 

year.  

Previous studies suggested that online course-based learning communities provide 

learning experiences through participation in communities focused on a content domain, 

but these were done primarily with older children and adults (Wilson et al., 2004). If 

learners have identified with a community through cycles of knowledge construction and 

developed strong ties among members, it may develop into an unbounded community as 

members continue to maintain contact outside of the course, as occurred in this study. 

Purposively teaching community participation skills to young children enabled them to 
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establish a Community of Practice within the bounded experience that continued after the 

structured requirements were fulfilled. 

Homework Quality and Completion 

The second research question dealt with both homework completion and process: 

"How does a Community of Practice designed for children increase the amount of 

homework that is completed, provide support, and promote collaboration?" 

As shown by survey results and teacher records, homework completion reached 

nearly 100% when participants collaborated online within their Community of Practice. 

Homework completion increased within my classroom. I no longer spend hours at the 

copy making homework packets that were seldom returned finished. 

Students were passionate about completing their homework together online and 

learned a great deal about the content using technology and 21st century skills during the 

process. Both students and parents enjoyed the opportunity for students to collaboratively 

complete homework assignments within the Community of Practice. The online platform 

increased the frequency, amount, and quality of homework completed. The technology 

and access to peers motivated students to work longer on homework assignments without 

encouragement or reminders from their parents. Students were able to complete 

assignments by using the resources and peer exemplars posted within the site. Peers 

provided support and encouragement that helped others complete their assignments.  

Both parents and students involved in this study felt having peers available for 

support and access to online resources facilitated the completion of homework. The 

Community of Practice provided encouragement and support for students to complete 

their assignments. Students asked each other if they had completed their homework as 
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well as requesting and offering peer assistance. Students had access to their peer’s work 

to use as exemplars for completing assignments. Tutorials and animated videos added 

additional support for struggling students. Translation tools and tutorials in Spanish 

assisted parents with understanding homework assignments and expectations. The access 

to electronic books and virtual math manipulatives supplemented the lack of resources 

available in the homes of my students. Students were excited to show their families what 

they were learning online. Parents liked that students received instant feedback from 

online math assessments and peer and teacher feedback within the discussion forum.  

While test scores are difficult to link to any singular instructional intervention, the 

overall results for that year showed marked improvement. My students demonstrated 

more growth on the state reading assessment in 2012 than in my previous sixteen years of 

teaching.  I realize that I cannot attribute these gains solely to the homework project, but 

at the same time additional focus and time on content would be expected to have an 

impact. The addition of technology to the classroom environment and other factors may 

have had an impact as well. In fall 2011, prior to the homework study presented here, I 

introduced thirty-four Netbooks into my classroom. Each student began reading 

electronic books using a netbook and completing their classroom assignments within a 

Ning site during class. Early 2012 marked the official beginning of my research. During 

this time my students used technology both inside the classroom and while at home to 

complete their assignments.  

The results on the tests showed that 58% of my total class scored proficient on the 

Colorado State Reading Assessment in 2012 while the school’s average score was 38% 
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proficient. My class scored significantly higher than the school’s average. Figure 26 

shows the increase in third grade state assessment scores in reading from 2010 to 2012.  

 

Figure 26. Third Grade Colorado State Reading Assessment Results 

 

Online Social Network Design to Facilitate Community Building for Elementary 

Students 

Designing and facilitating an online community for children requires establishing 

rules, rituals and routines, and modeling expectations for participation within the 

platform. Young children experience community-building activities within a brick and 

mortar classroom. Collaboratively establishing and modeling rules, rituals and routines 

enable children to know what is expected. They provide structure to empower children to 

function successfully in an environment that differs from their home. This process of 

establishing the structure and strategies for collaboration relies heavily on the elementary 

teacher, going beyond what might be needed in dealing with older children and adults. 

Because of this difference, the third research question focused on the teacher role, "What 

structures are needed when designing a community for children?" As shown in Chapter 4, 

the design required significant planning and, once the study began, modification for 
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success, providing some practical guidelines for future implementations as well as for 

other practitioners interested in the process. 

The needs for such modeling and review are not unique to this study. The first 

three weeks of school within my classroom are designated to build structure, practice 

rituals, routines, and develop a feeling of community within the classroom.  In particular, 

the application of online tools required using class time to establish online protocol and 

allowing time for practice prior to the implementation of the research project. This 

facilitated students’ ability to function more independently when they began working 

online from home. Because students practiced using a Ning site within the classroom to 

collaboratively complete their class assignments, they were able to help each other while 

they were physically together. I believe this expedited the process of using the Ning site 

when they were home. 

The design issues also extended to the structure of the social networking site in 

Ning. Establishing objectives for the separate spaces encouraged both socializing and the 

completion of homework. Students knew the expectation for each space prior to using it 

and had time to practice within the classroom setting prior to taking their computers 

home. Students consistently used the assignment section of the Ning site to complete 

their homework and used their personal pages for socializing.  

Findings Beyond the Research Questions 

Parent Involvement and ELL Parent Learning 

All parents commented that their student enjoyed working online within the Ning 

site to complete their homework with their friends. They liked the availability of multiple 

resources for their children and how much they were learning about technology while 
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working online. I invited parents to be participants in this study to be co-researchers in 

order to gain information from their perspective. Even though they were not logged on to 

the Ning site as members of the online community, many parents were physically present 

while their children were completing their homework assignments online. One student 

reported that his mother watched over his shoulder every time he completed his 

homework. Students were eager to show their parents what they were learning online and 

parents were excited to see how much their children were learning. One parent told me 

that his son now knows more than he does.  

I valued parents’ insight and informal reports related the study. I asked them to 

tell me if anything happened online that I could or if they had ideas about improving the 

Ning or homework assignments. I also asked if the noticed something that I needed to 

correct or make better for future students that may use the Ning site. All parents who 

participated in the study with their children provided me with an abundance of positive 

feedback.  Like my students, parents may have wanted to please me when responding to 

my questions.  

The amount of parent involvement in this study was admirable. Students reported 

teaching their family how to use several of the tools and resources linked to the Ning. 

Parents often looked through the Ning site after their children finished their homework. 

Several Spanish- speaking parents used the electronic children’s books to practice 

English and asked me for information to help them learn English online. They claimed 

the animated children’s books were helping them to learn English. They liked how the 

words were highlighted as they were read aloud. They also said the support from the 

animated pictures helped their comprehension. I did not want to expand my study, 
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however, I could have designed a separate online Community of Practice for the parents 

of my students to facilitate their language acquisition. 

This project brought the community together. I bonded more with my students 

and their families.  Students became united from the common experience and have 

remained friends even after being divided into separate fourth grade classrooms. It also 

created friendships among parents of students within the classroom.  

Non-Participation and the Issues of Technology Access 

Mossberger, Tolbert, Bowen, and Jimenez, (2012) claim that lack of Internet 

access at home is still a barrier for many residents. Disparities in Internet access 

negatively affect the educational environment for neighborhood schools and students. In 

communities without broadband, educators may feel restricted when assigning online 

homework or research assignments outside the classroom. I didn't explore the school 

community access in depth for this study. Instead I found alternative methods to support 

students without Internet access after school that also proved successful but more teacher-

focused.  

I plan to look for solutions to solve the unequal Internet access in our school 

community.  I don’t feel teachers should have to supply their students with Internet 

access or computers in order to equalize access or to enable students to complete their 

homework assignments. I intend to investigate the possibility of extending our school’s 

Internet capabilities into the surrounding community.  

Current federal programs for broadband have invested in rural communities, 

however, persistent inequalities in Internet access and use remain in urban areas 

(Mossberger et al., 2012). This screams of inequality to me. In order to prepare students 
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for opportunities in higher education or 21st century employment, computers and Internet 

access must be available to all children. There may not be an easy way to provide one 

solution for all learners, at least in the current environment where students don't have 

home access or have other issues related to working online from home. As such, 

homework completion remains an issue for ELL and low SES children that is not easily 

addressed and cannot be achieved by proclaiming that students must do homework. 

Relation to Previous Studies 

Homework and Learning  

There have been numerous studies related to homework, however, few of these 

studies describe the type of homework beneficial for young children. Many claim 

homework has no academic benefit for young children. Cooper et al. (2006) presented an 

exhaustive meta-analysis of research on the effects of homework and found for students 

in grades 3 through 5, the correlation between amount of homework and achievement 

was nearly zero. Little current research exists related to the effects of homework on third 

grade achievement. Do (2012) reviewed over twenty landmark studies and homework 

meta-analyses from a variety of journals and books and determined much of the research 

on homework is flawed or ambiguous.   

I believe homework can support the learning that happens within the classroom by 

allocating extra time for students to practice and apply newly acquired skills.   

Completing homework within a Community of Practice combines the benefits of 

working with peers, the motivation of working with technology, and the ability to provide 

a variety of scaffolds and universal design features to support the diverse learners that 

inhabit our classrooms. This collaborative aspect provides support for diverse learners at 
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home, a difference that hasn't previously been suggested by earlier studies. The addition 

of technology for communication and collaboration can build a link between the home 

and school community.  

Collaboration 

Collaborative learning is not a new concept. Vygotsky (1978) found that students 

were able to solve problems that they could not solve in isolation when students work 

cooperatively. The more knowledgeable students assisted their less knowledgeable peers 

when learning new concepts.   

More recently, Janssen & Bodemer (2013) profess computer-supported 

collaborative learning (CSCL) is a promising educational approach. Their key reason for 

this perspective is that many studies have demonstrated combining the use of information 

and communications technology with collaborative learning to be effective, efficient, and 

enjoyable. 

Collaboration is stressed within the classroom setting. Within Denver Public 

Schools, a component of a teacher’s evaluation identifying “High-impact instructional 

moves” is based on promoting student communication and collaboration utilizing digital 

and other resources (figure 27). 
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Figure 27. Leading Effective Academic Practice (LEAP) Framework 

Retrieved from http://leap.dpsk12.org/The-Framework/2012-13-Framework.aspx  

  

Online platforms have the potential to facilitate independent and collaborative 

learning, enhance interactions, and develop students’ technological skills (Tay et al., 

2011). Smith (2010) found feeling supported increased the time ELL students spent 

studying with their peers and promoted positive learning outcomes.  

Lower performing students need continued attention and guidance in order to 

successfully complete homework tasks. Teachers can meet this challenge in part by 

enlisting peers in the homework process (Bempechat, Jin Li, et al., 2011). 
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Implications for Practice 

Numerous teachers already use webpages or Wikis to post homework assignments 

online for their students and keep parents informed of school and classroom events.  

Molen, (2009) used “Wee Wikis” with elementary aged students in her library to 

encourage school and community involvement. She claims in order for elementary school 

students to use wikis effectively there must be time for them to practice with the tool at 

school. Many classrooms have Facebook pages, allowing parents to be informed on what 

is happening within the classroom during the day. Purcell, (2012) suggests designing a 

template for posting information and a rubric to allow participants to know what 

information is expected from them within the social networking site. The Flat Classroom 

Project uses a Ning site to allow students to collaborate internationally using project 

based learning methods. http://www.flatclassroomproject.org 

Private social networking sites, like Ning, can be easily linked to a web page, 

Wiki, or a course management system. It is my hope that this study encourages further 

research related to designing communities of practice that extends the access to resources 

into the homes of students and their families. Designing and facilitating an online 

community where students have the ability to collaborate and socialize with their peers 

can promote homework completion while making it engaging and fun. It also lessons the 

workload for teachers. Grading traditional homework assignments takes a significant 

amount of time. The amount of feedback and support that peers provided within this 

homework platform was more authentic and thoughtful than I provided when grading 

traditional homework assignments prior to this study. I spent less time grading homework 

worksheets and I no longer carried home stacks of papers to grade each night.  
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Many schools promote collaborative learning practices for their students and staff. 

Using technology to extend this practice beyond the walls of the classroom offers 

numerous possibilities for the learning community within and beyond the school setting. 

The lack of Internet access and availability of resources could cause barriers for 

others wishing to design an online collaborative Community of Practice.  Several Internet 

service providers offer discounted plans for low-income families. Some provide a low 

cost Netbook in addition to economical Internet service. Securing access to the Internet 

prior to implementation with outside funding through grants or donations would have 

enabled more of my students to participate in this project. Technology has the potential to 

transform the way students complete their homework assignments. 

Implications for Practice 

Thoughts on Future Classes 

Next year I will teach fourth grade in a different setting with similar 

demographics. I will continue to teach the same group of students the following year, 

when they are in fifth grade. I plan to implement a similar study and continue it over the 

summer to investigate the benefits of students working within the online Community of 

Practice over the summer. I wanted to move up to fourth grade in order to have baseline 

data for my continuing research. The Colorado State Assessment is first administered 

during third grade.  

I also want to examine student motivation to collaboratively complete homework 

assignments online over a longer period of time within a Community of Practice.  My 

new principal and I will begin writing grants and securing funding this summer for this 

future research. I do not want lack of access to be a factor that limits participation. 
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Educators wishing to replicate or expand this study could look at the possibility of using 

other mobile devices or donations of used computers for their students. More studies are 

needed to determine if this approach to completing homework positively impacts test 

scores. 

Proposals for Future Research 

A single case study is insufficient for drawing broad generalizations. Further 

studies need to be conducted to show the results are not unique to this situation. This 

study included fifteen students from one urban third grade classroom. Findings cannot be 

generalized to other grade levels or settings. Some information may be lost since the 

researcher will not be physically in the homes of the students to observe them. Because 

my students wanted to please me, this may have biased their responses and actions during 

the study. In addition, my role as teacher/researcher may have biased results even though 

efforts were made to ensure validity and trustworthiness.   

While the results from this study are unique to the case, the findings also suggest 

areas for future research studies. Some of the areas result from differences found between 

this case and previous studies. In other instances, this study raised new questions that 

have yet to be addressed. 

Summary 

Designing and facilitating an online Community of Practice for young children 

provided the opportunity to extend the benefit of our classroom community into the 

homes of my students. Using a social networking site with the objective of 

collaboratively completing homework assignments provided the added support students 
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needed to successfully complete assignments and made homework “fun” while providing 

resources and support.  

The teacher’s role in leading and establishing rituals, routines, and structure for 

the community was an important factor in the success of this Community of Practice for 

young children. Teacher presence providing immediate feedback for students ensured a 

safe productive learning environment. This study argues strongly for changes in how 

technology is used in urban, low performing schools.  

As educators, we have the ability to impact change by creating environments 

where our diverse learners engage in the use of technology in meaningful ways. There is 

an urgency to resolve the digital divide. If each educator takes the initiative to bridge the 

gap in access, it could make a significant difference for all children. 

My favorite quote from one of my students that was posted within the Ning site is 

by Jimmie Lee. It is a simple global post to the community saying, “Let’s read.” 
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Parent/Guardian’s Permission for Child to Participate in Research Study 

“Designing and Facilitating a Virtual Homework Community for Third Grade ” 

Julie Bradley, Teacher, Farrell B. Howell K-8 School, Denver Public Schools 

Dear Parent: 

As you know, I am your child’s teacher at Farrell B. Howell K-8 School. I also am a 

student at the University of Hawaii at Manoa. To earn my doctoral degree, I am required 

to do a research study. I am asking your permission for your child to participate in my 

study. 

Who can participate: I have designed an online site for students in my third-grade class 

to collaboratively complete their homework. The students will use this web site that is 

only open to the class to share their ideas about the books they read, complete their math 

assignments, and get help from each other and me as their teacher. Any student in my 

class may participate in this after-school homework experience but only those who 

have permission from you will be included in the research study. Students that do 

not participate online will receive the same homework assignments to complete in 

paper and pencil form. 

What will your child do : Students will read e-books and write comments on the web site 

to share with each other.  They will also be able to access their math curriculum online to 

watch math tutorials in both English and Spanish and play math-learning games. I feel 

this will assist them with completing their math homework. If you child participates, they 

will check out a netbook from me and do their homework online, for 60 minutes each 

night. In order to participate from home, I will provide students’ access to the Internet if 

they do not currently have Internet access. In addition, if your child has your permission 

to be part of the study, I will ask her/him some questions about homework habits and 

preferences at the start of the study and again afterwards. These short interviews will take 

about 15 minutes each. I will conduct family focus groups where you and your child can 

discuss the study with other families every month. These focus groups will last about 30 

minutes. The study will begin in January 2012 and end in March 2012. If you have 

questions about what is involved, I would be glad to talk to you more about the activities 

and research. Are there any risks or benefits? I believe there is little or no risk in your 



149 

child’s participation in this research study. As your child’s teacher, I will be available to 

make sure the classroom provides a safe and healthy learning space. I believe that there 

are possible benefits of your child’s participation in this study, including becoming a 

better reader. This is a wonderful opportunity for your child. Technology changes so 

rapidly, and this is an opportunity for your child to practice some of the skills necessary 

for learning and competing in the 21st Century. It is believed that the results from this 

project will assist other educators who want to help students become better readers and 

use technology in their classrooms effectively. When the study is completed, you may 

request a summary of the results by contacting me at school or through email, 

Julie_Bradley@dpsk12.org  

Voluntary participation and right to withdraw.  Your child’s participation in this study 

is voluntary, as is your decision whether to permit your child to participate. Your child is 

free to stop participating at any time without penalty and you are free, at any time, to 

withdraw your permission for your child to participate without any penalty. 

Participation/non-participation is not part of your child’s grade and will not affect your 

child’s relationship with me as their teacher. Withdrawing from the study will in no way 

affect you or your child’s rights or standing with DPS. 

Confidentiality and privacy:  I will take steps to ensure your child’s privacy and 

confidentiality of information. No personal identifying information will be included when 

I report with results of my study in written or oral form. Moreover, I will keep data from 

this study in a secure location. Research data will be confidential to the extent allowed by 

law. Agencies with research oversight, such as the UH Committee on Human Studies, 

have the authority to review research data. All research records and personal data will be 

destroyed upon completion of the project.   

Parents please be aware that under the Protection of Pupil Rights Act, you have the 

right to review a copy of the questions asked of or materials that will be used with 

your students. If you would like to do so, you should contact Julie Bradley at (303) 

537-6270 to obtain a copy of the questions or materials. 

If you have any questions regarding this research project, please contact the researcher, 

Julie Bradley, at Farrell B. Howell or through e-mail Julie_Bradley@dpsk12.org or by 

telephone (303) 537-6270. You may also contact my faculty advisor, Ellen Hoffman 
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through e-mail ehoffman@hawaii.edu. If you have any questions regarding the rights of 

research participants, please contact the University of Hawaii Committee on Human 

Studies at (808) 956-5007, or uhirb@hawaii.edu  

Sincerely, 

Julie Bradley, Teacher, Farrell B. Howell K-8 School, Denver Public Schools 

Participant:  I have read and understand the information in this consent form, and agree 

to have my child participate in this research project. 

• Yes, I agree to have my child participate. 

• No, I do not give consent for my child to participate. 
 

________________________________  _____________________________ 

My name (printed)     My child’s name (printed) 

_______________________________    

Signature      Date_____________________ 

 

 

 

Parent/Guardian’s Consent to Participate in Research Study 

“Designing and Facilitating a Virtual Homework Community for Third Grade ” 

Julie Bradley 

Primary Investigator, Ph.D. Candidate, University of Hawaii at Manoa 

Teacher, Farrell B. Howell K-8 School, Denver Public Schools 

 As you know, I am your child’s teacher at Farrell B. Howell K-8 School. I also 

am a student at the University of Hawaii at Manoa. Requirements for earning my doctoral 

degree include doing a research study. I am seeking your participation in my study. I 

have designed a private online site for students in my third-grade class to collaboratively 

complete their homework. In my study, about 27 third-graders will read e-books online, 

write about story elements, and discuss story elements with their peers in an online 

discussion forum. They will also have access to their online math curriculum for support 

while completing their math homework. I am interested in how students help each online 

to complete their homework. I can tell if students are helping each other by what they 
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write in the forum. I will be looking at what students write to each other in the Ning site 

and how they help each other. I want to know your thoughts about this research both 

before, during, and after the study is completed. 

 

Activities and Time Commitment: If you choose to participate, here are the 

activities you will do and how long each activity will take. Before the study begins, I will 

ask you a few interview questions about your child’s homework habits at home and your 

feelings about the impact this project may have on your child. I will also answer any 

individual questions that you may have. That interview will take about 30 minutes to 

complete. I will provide you with my e-mail address. I want to know when there is any 

problem related to this study. I also want to know any information that you feel would 

help me to improve this process. Finally, you will complete a second interview at the 

very end of the study. This second interview will also take about 30 minutes to complete. 

The interview questions are similar to the first interview. Monthly family discussion 

forums will take place after school. You will not be required to attend, however, I want to 

know your thoughts and feelings about the study, how I can improve the process, and if 

you felt it was a benefit for your child. I view you as a co-researcher in this process. Your 

insights are valuable for making homework relevant, meaningful, and helpful for your 

child. 

 

Risk & Benefits. Little or no risks are associated with participating in this 

research study. You may choose to skip any question that I ask you. 

 

Confidentiality and privacy: I will take steps to ensure your privacy and 

confidentiality of information. No personal identifying information will be included when 

I report with results of my study in written or oral form. For example, I will use fake 

names (pseudonyms) in place of real names when I report the results of my study. 

Moreover, I will keep data from this study in a secure location. 

 

Voluntary participation and right to withdraw.  
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Your participation in this study is voluntary, as is your decision for your child to 

participate. Moreover, you are free to stop participating at any time without penalty 

and you are free, at any time, to withdraw your permission for you or your child to 

participate --- all without any penalty.  Your participation/non-participation is not 

part of your child’s grade and will not affect your child’s relationship with me as 

their teacher or my relationship with you.  Withdrawing from the study will in no 

way affect your rights or standing with DPS. 

 Research data will be confidential to the extent allowed by law. Agencies with 

research oversight, such as the UH Committee on Human Studies, have the authority to 

review research data.  All research records and personal data will be destroyed upon 

completion of the project. When the study is completed, you may request a summary of 

the results by contacting me at school or through email. Julie_Bradley@dpsk12.org 

 If you have any questions regarding this research project, please contact the 

researcher, Julie Bradley, at Farrell B. Howell or through e-mail 

Julie_Bradley@dpsk12.org. or by telephone (303) 537-6270. You may also contact my 

faculty advisor, Ellen Hoffman through e-mail ehoffman@hawaii.edu. If you have any 

questions regarding the rights of research participants, please contact the University of 

Hawaii Committee on Human Studies at (808) 956-5007, or uhirb@hawaii.edu  

Participant:  

I have read and understand the information in this consent form, and agree to participate 

in this research project. 

• Yes, I agree to participate. 

• No, I do not wish to participate. 
      _______________________________ 

       Name (printed) 

_______________________________    __________________ 

Signature        Date 
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El Permiso de Padre/Tutor para el Niño para Participar en Estudio de Investigación 

"Diseñar y Facilitar una Comunidad Virtual de Deberes para Tercer Grado"  

Julie Bradley, maestra, Escuela Farrell B. Howell K-8, Escuelas Públicas de Denver 

Estimado Padre/Tutor: 

Como ya sabe, soy la maestra de su estudiante en la Escuela Farrell B. Howell K-8. Yo también soy un 

estudiante en la Universidad de Hawái en Manoa. Para ganar mi doctorado, estoy requerida a hacer un 

estudio de investigación. Pido su permiso para que su estudiante pueda participar en mi estudio.  

¿Quien puede participar?  He diseñado un sitio en el web para que mis estudiantes de tercero-grado 

puedan completar sus deberes  colaborativamente. Los estudiantes utilizarán este sitio web para que está 

sólo disponible a estos alumnos para compartir sus ideas acerca de los libros que leen, para completan sus 

tareas de matemáticas, y consiguen ayuda de uno al otro y de mí como su maestra. Cualquier estudiante 

en mi clase puede tomar parte en esta experiencia extraescolar de deberes pero sólo los que tienen 

permiso de usted será incluido en el estudio de investigación. Los estudiantes que no participan en 

línea recibirán las mismas tareas de deberes para completar en la forma de papel y lápiz. 

¿Qué hará su estudiante? Los estudiantes leerán libros electrónicos y escribirán comentarios en el sitio 

web para compartir uno con el otro. Ellos también podrán conseguir acceso a su plan de matemáticas en 

línea para mirar tutoriales de matemáticas en ambos inglés y español y juegos de aprendiendo-matemáticas. 

Me siento que esto los ayudará con completar sus deberes de matemáticas. Si su estudiante participa, le 

prestare un netbook y harán sus deberes en línea durante 60 minutos cada noche. Para poder participar 

desde casa, yo proporcionaré el acceso al Internet para los estudiantes si ellos no tienen actualmente acceso 

a Internet. Además, si su estudiante tiene su permiso para formar parte del estudio, yo le preguntaré a ella/él 

algunas preguntas acerca de hábitos de deberes y preferencias en el comienzo del estudio y otra vez 

después. Estas entrevistas cortas tomarán acerca de 15 minutos cada vez. Realizaré  grupos de en enfoque 

familiares  donde usted y su estudiante puede discutir el estudio con otras familias todos los meses. Estos 

grupos de enfoque durarán acerca de 30 minutos. El estudio empezará en enero 2012 y terminará en  marzo 

del 2012. Si tiene preguntas acerca de lo que es implicado, estaría contenta en hablar con usted más acerca 

de las actividades e investigación. 

¿Hay cualquier riesgo o beneficios? Creo que hay pequeño o ningún riesgo en la participación de su 

estudiante en este estudio de investigación. Como maestra de su estudiante, yo estaré asegurándome de que 

el aula sea un espacio seguro y sano para aprender . Creo que hay posible beneficios en la participación de 

su estudiante en este estudio, inclusive llega a ser un mejor lector. Esto es una oportunidad maravillosa para 

su niño. La tecnología cambia tan rápidamente, y esto es una oportunidad para su estudiante participe en 

algunas habilidades necesarias para aprender y competir en el siglo XXI. Es creído que los resultados de 

este proyecto ayudará a otros educadores que quieren ayudar estudiantes llegar en ser mejores lectores y 

utilizar la tecnología en sus aulas efectivamente. Cuando el estudio es completado, usted puede solicitar un 

resumen de los resultados contactándome al colegio o por correo electrónico, Julie_Bradley@dpsk12.org 
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La participación voluntaria y el derecho de retirarse. La participación de su estudiante en este estudio 

es voluntaria, como es su decisión en mantener su estudiante participando. Su estudiante está libre en parar 

participando a cualquier tiempo sin penalidad y usted está en su derecho en retirarlo/la a cualquier tiempo 

sin ninguna penalidad. La participación/no participación no es parte de la calificación de su estudiante y no 

afectará la relación de su estudiante conmigo como su maestra. Retirar del estudio no afecta de ninguna 

manera los derechos o lugar con DPS de su estudiante.  

Confidencialidad y Privacidad: Tomaré pasos para asegurar la intimidad de su estudiante y la 

confidencialidad de información. Ninguna información personal será incluida cuando informo con 

resultados de mi estudio en la forma escrito u oral. Además, mantendré los datos de este estudio en una 

ubicación segura. Los datos de la investigación serán confidenciales hasta el punto permitido por la ley. Las 

agencias con cuidado de investigaciones, como el AJA el Comité en Estudios Humanos, tiene la autoridad 

para revisar los datos de investigación. Todos los registros de la investigación y datos personales serán 

destruidos sobre la terminación del proyecto.  

Padres/tutores por favor están enterados que bajo la Protección de Derechos de Alumno Actúa, tiene 

el derecho de revisar una copia de las preguntas preguntadas de o de los materiales que serán 

utilizados con sus estudiantes. Si querría hacer así, debe contactar Julie Bradley al (303) 537-6270 

para obtener copia de preguntas y materiales. 

Si tiene cualquier pregunta con respecto a este proyecto de investigación, contacta por favor al investigador, 

Julie Bradley, en Farrell B. Howell o por envía por correo electrónico Julie_Bradley@dpsk12.org o por 

teléfono (303) 537-6270. Usted también puede contactar a mi consejero de facultad, Ellen Hoffman por 

correo electrónico ehoffman@hawaii.edu. Si tiene cualquier pregunta con respecto a los derechos de 

participantes de investigación, contacta por favor la Universidad del Comité de Hawái en Estudios 

Humanos en (808) 956-5007, o uhirb@hawaii.edu 

Atentamente: 

Julie Bradley, Maestra, Escuela Farrell B. Howell K-8, Escuelas Públicas de Denver  

 

Participante: He leído y he comprendido la información en esta forma de consentimiento, y concuerdo en 

tener mi estudiante tomar parte en este proyecto de investigación.  

•  Sí, concuerdo en tener mi estudiante participar.  

•  No, yo no doy consentimiento para la participación de  mi estudiante. 
 

 

 

________________________________  _____________________________ 

Mi nombre (letra de molde)  Nombre de estudiante (letra de molde) 

 

_______________________________  ______________________________ 



155 

Firma de Padre/Tutor   Fecha 

 

 

 

 

 

 “El Permiso de Padre/Tutor para el Niño para Participar en Estudio de 

Investigación 

"Diseñar y Facilitar una Comunidad Virtual de Deberes para Tercer Grado"  

Julie Bradley 

Investigador de Primaria, Canditado de Ph.D., Universidad de Hawaii en Manoa 

Maestra, Escuela Farrell B. Howell K-8 School, Escuelas Públicas de Denver 

 Como sabe, soy el maestro de su niño en Farrell B. Howell K-8 Escuela. Yo 

también soy un estudiante en la Universidad de Hawái en Manoa. Los requisitos para 

ganar mi grado doctoral incluyen hacer un estudio de investigación. Busco su 

participación en mi estudio. He diseñado un sitio en línea privado para estudiantes en mi 

clase de tercero-grado para completar en colaboración sus deberes. En mi estudio, acerca 

de 27 alumnos del tercer grado leerá un libro electrónico en línea, escribirá acerca de 

elementos de historia, y discutirá elementos de historia con sus iguales en un foro en línea 

de discusión. Ellos también tendrán acceso a su plan en línea de matemáticas para el 

apoyo al completar sus deberes de matemáticas. Estoy interesado en cómo estudiantes se 

ayudan uno al otro en línea para completar sus deberes. Puedo decir si estudiantes ayudan 

uno al otro por lo que escriben en el foro. Miraré lo que estudiantes escriben uno al otro 

en el sitio de Ning y cómo ayudan uno al otro. Quiero saber sus pensamientos acerca de 

esta investigación antes, durante, y después de que el estudio sea completado. 

 

Compromiso de actividades y Tiempo: Si escoge participar, aquí están las 

actividades que se llevaran a cabo y cuánto tiempo cada actividad tomará. Antes que el 

estudio empiece, le preguntaré unas pocas preguntas acerca de hábitos de los deberes de 

su estudiante en casa y sus sentimientos acerca del impacto que este proyecto puedan 

tener en su estudiante. Yo también contestaré alguna pregunta individual que puede tener. 
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Esa entrevista tomará acerca de 30 minutos de completar. Le proporcionaré con mi 

dirección de correo electrónico. Quiero saber cuándo hay cualquier problema relacionado 

a este estudio. Yo también quiero saber cualquier información que usted se siente me 

ayudaría a mejorar este proceso. Por último, completará una segunda entrevista en el muy 

final del estudio. Esta segunda entrevista también tomará acerca de 30 minutos de 

completar. Las preguntas de la entrevista son semejantes a la primera entrevista. Los 

foros familiares mensuales de la discusión sucederán después de la escuela. Usted no será 

requerido a asistir sin embargo quiero saber sus pensamientos y los sentimientos acerca 

del estudio, cómo puedo mejorar el proceso, y si usted sintió que fue un beneficio para su 

estudiante. Le veo como un co-investigador en este proceso. Sus observaciones son 

valiosas para hacer los deberes pertinentes, significativos, y útiles para su estudiante. 

  

Arriésguese & los Beneficios: Pequeño o ningunos riesgos son asociados con 

tomar parte en este estudio de investigación. Usted puede escoger pasar cualquier 

pregunta que le pregunto.  

 

Confidencialidad y Privacidad: Tomaré pasos para asegurar su intimidad y la 

confidencialidad de información. Ningún información personal identifican té será 

incluida cuando informo con resultados de mi estudio en la forma escrito u oral. Por 

ejemplo, yo utilizaré nombres falsos (seudónimos) en lugar de nombres verdaderos 

cuando informo los resultados de mi estudio. Además, mantendré los datos de este 

estudio en una ubicación segura.  

 

Participación voluntaria y el derecho de retirarse.  

Su participación en este estudio es voluntaria, es su decisión en mantener su 

estudiante participando.  Además, usted libre en para participando a cualquier 

tiempo sin penalidad ninguna y está en su derecho retirar su permiso para usted y 

su estudiante—todo sin ninguna penalidad.  Su participación/no participación no es 

parte de la calificación de su estudiante y no afectara la relación de su estudiante 
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conmigo como su maestro o mi relación con usted. Retirarse del estudio no afecta de 

ninguna manera los derechos o lugar con DPS de su estudiante.  

 Los datos de la investigación serán confidenciales hasta el punto permitido por la 

ley. Las agencias con cuidado de investigaciones, como el AJA el Comité en Estudios 

Humanos, tiene la autoridad para revisar los datos de investigación. Todos los registros 

de la investigación y datos personales serán destruidos sobre la terminación del proyecto. 

Cuando el estudio es completado, puede solicitar un resumen de los resultados 

contactándome al colegio o por correo electrónico. Julie_Bradley@dpsk12.org 

 Si tiene cualquier pregunta con respecto a este proyecto de investigación, contacta 

por favor al investigador, Julie Bradley, en Farrell B. Howell o por envía por correo 

electrónico Julie_Bradley@dpsk12.org o por teléfono (303) 537-6270. Usted también 

puede contactar a mi consejero de facultad, Ellen Hoffman por correo electrónico 

ehoffman@hawaii.edu. Si tiene cualquier pregunta con respecto a los derechos de 

participantes de investigación, contacta por favor la Universidad del Comité de Hawái en 

Estudios Humanos en (808) 956-5007, o uhirb@hawaii.edu 

 

Participante: He leído y he comprendido la información en esta forma de 

consentimiento, y concuerdo en tener mi estudiante tomar parte en este proyecto de 

investigación.  

•  Sí, estoy de acuerdo en participar.  

•  No, yo no deseo participar. 
 

 

 

________________________________   

Mi nombre (letra de molde)   

 

_______________________________  ______________________________ 

Firma     Fecha 
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