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AN ABSTRACT OF THE DISSERTATION OF

Sherri A. Snider for the Doctor of Philosophy degie Curriculum and Instruction,

presented on October 28, 2009, at Southern llliboiversity Carbondale.

TITLE: A Critical Analysis of Rural Teachers’ Usage of
Online Communities

MAJOR PROFESSOR: D. John Mcintyre, Ed.D.

The purpose of this study was to analyze dataeebl® rural teachers’ use of
online communities. Rural teachers are often tedlan their practice and sometimes
have difficulty connecting with other teachers wiitleir same assignments or needs due
to their professional setting. As Internet avallgbincreases and online communities
proliferate, teachers have more opportunity thaar éw seek personal and professional
support in virtual relationships when face-to-faces are not easily available.

In small schools such as the ones included instlidy, teachers can become
burned out as they perform the difficult task adieing with few colleagues in their
department or grade level to turn to for supp@hne interview subject said that she and
the only other person with the same teaching assghdidn’t always have time to
communicate and often had to use their lunch pedatb so. Another said that she felt
very isolated because there were only three of thémthe same grade level
assignment. The most telling comment came fromhogte school teacher, “I am the

foreign language department.”



In spite of these expressed feelings of isolatilois, study’s results do not support
widespread use of online communities by theseqadati rural teachers to help fill their
personal and professional needs. The only ontmencunication technology widely
used was email. At a minimum, every subject is #tudy had access to a high-speed
Internet connection, functional technology, adntnaisve support, and training. With
this type of support already in place, further gtigdneeded to discover what would
increase awareness and use of online communitids$ygroup of teachers.
Additionally, similar studies in different rurallssol settings might show different
results. Comparisons of study findings betweealrschools in different geographic
locations would be revealing. Such comparativdisticould help inform administrators

and online community developers who wish to betteet the needs of rural teachers.
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CHAPTER 1

INTRODUCTION

The business of educating children is a complex &ubile many aspects of
schooling have remained the same for hundredsasEyenany others are changing
rapidly. On the whole, students still meet in stasms, sit at desks, and look to the
teacher for guidance much as they always have (Ry@ooper, 2007). At the same
time, computer technology has changed everythBtgdents of all ages now have access
to a world of information, and that informationimereasing at a dizzying rate.

Teachers must scramble to keep up. Those teastherbave been practicing
their craft for a number of years look back onttheacher preparation courses with a
smile, realizing how little that coursework prephtbem for today’s students. However,
those more seasoned teachers have something thayroannot buy—experience.
Newer teachers graduate with more technical knogydexhd the latest pedagogical
dogma, but have little classroom experience. Gathimto one faculty, teachers from all
levels of experience and preparation come togdtinéghe common purpose of educating
children.

Teachers face other pressures. They must prdpairestudents to make the cut
on high stakes tests, design curriculum that wijage the disengaged, and research
ways to address the diverse needs of the leaméhngir classrooms. They must carve
out the time to design lessons, meet with concepagents, and complete required

paperwork. All of this must be balanced with tleenénds of family life and personal



obligations. One place to find help in dealinghathese difficult issues is in a supportive
group of other teachers. No one understands tbegssof teaching like other teachers.

In rural settings, establishing supportive relagiops with other teachers in
similar teaching situations can be difficult. Aatder in a small, rural high school may be
the only subject matter expert in the building (®al2003). Other teachers in the same
building may understand the culture of the schibot,may not understand the difficulties
involved in teaching an academic subject other tham own. Mentoring relationships
for new teachers may be possible, but ideal matichsesd on common teaching settings
may be impossible. Even experienced teachers tdnoutside themselves for
information and support in practicing their crallo one person knows everything there
is to know about teaching and learning. We neeti ether.

Where should teachers turn when help is unavailabtheir teaching site? The
Internet is one answer. In addition to the weaftmformation available on the
worldwide web, communication technologies are rigpgdolving that facilitate online
interaction and collaboration. Many online comntiaisi already exist to meet the
specific needs of teachers. With Internet acdealp,is a mouse click away. Figure 1
lists the online communities discussed in Chaptefr this study.

The forums listed in Figure 1 were designed andzatl for specific purposes and
incorporated user friendly technologies so comnyumiémbers were able to participate
with little or no training. Numerous other onlinemmunities exist with similar user
friendly interfaces. Some are subscriber basedewkthers are free and open to any
interested user. Additionally, many colleges anyersities are now offering

coursework for professional development and comieducation requirements online



so that practicing teachers may complete themeatt tonvenience. Many such courses

require participation in some form of online forloy class members.

Online Community Purpose

Connect-ME Mentoring and support forum for matlchesas

Helpmate Forum for undergraduate education magors t
participate in tutorial sessions

Lighthouse Project Mentoring forum fot Year teachers

FarNet Communication forum for rural New Zealand
teachers

NASPE-L (National Listserv for physical education teachers

Association for Sport and
Physical Education Listserv)

Blackboard Computer-mediated communication forum

Nicenet Mentoring forum for undergraduate special
education majors

SENCo Discussion forum serving special needs

coordinators in the United Kingdom

Figure 1. Online Communities Discussed in Chapter 2

Internet technologies also exist that allow gelnevenmunication for whatever
reason. Although available outside specific onboexmunity forums, they are often
incorporated into forum structures. Some exam@ateschat rooms, instant messaging,
email, podcasting, and blogs. Some of these sn\dce subscriber based, and some are
open to any user willing to register. Internettsalogies such as these can be utilized by
individuals or groups who wish to set up their cvammunities at whatever level of
formality agreed upon by users. If such techn@sgire available to the casual Internet

user, why can they not be used to provide professisupport for teachers?

Statement of the Problem
Teachers are in the serious business of educettitdyen, and the stresses

associated with teaching are many. Teacher atirdnd isolated teacher practice



continue to be problems, and teachers need suggpovercome them. Rural teachers are
especially isolated in their practice (Falvo, 200Bpwever, most teachers in the United
States have access to the Internet and coulddunnttial communities for support. This

study examines usage patterns of online commurdtiesiral teachers.

Research Questions
Using an analysis of survey and interview respsyges study attempts to
answer the following questions:

1. How often do rural P-12 teachers use online comtiegrfor personal and
professional reasons?

2. Are certain demographic characteristics associatt#dthe use of online
communities?

3. For what purposes do rural teachers use online conties?

4. What types of online communities do rural teachsesto meet their personal
and professional needs?

5. What are some perceived hindrances or enablenmslit,eccommunity usage
by rural teachers?
6. How do rural teachers utilize online communitiesrfeentoring support

during their first years of teaching?

Significance of the Study
The attrition rate for teachers with three to fiears of experience is 20-30%
(AFT, 2001; Brown, 2003). New teachers list lacls@pport more often than low salary
as their reason for leaving the profession (AFQ2@oftus & Maddox-Dolan, 2002). In

response to this problem, the American Federatidreachers (AFT) recognizes that
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induction programs are essential for new teacheress and cites research that shows
teachers who didn’t participate in an inductiongveon were twice as likely to leave
during their first three years of teaching as thoke received some type of formal
induction (2001).

Mentoring is one answer to the problem of newheaattrition. However,
implementing mentoring programs is expensive ftost districts and time consuming
for participants. Facilitating ideal matches inmueging relationships where partners
teach in the same building and are experts indheessubject matter area is often
difficult, especially in rural schools (Odell & Hap, 2000). On the other hand,
communication with a supportive mentor as partrobaline community is available to
any teacher with Internet access.

More experienced teachers also have issues tigat imé ameliorated by
participation in a supportive online community. iauter technologies are facilitating
the explosion of available knowledge, studentsnaoee technology savvy than many of
their teachers, states are requiring continuingation for recertification, and
government regulations are mandating their studerpiass high stakes tests. To stay
current, educational practitioners need accedsetodsources that a supportive
community could provide. Rural teachers may nethaccess to such resources locally,

and the Internet is a natural outlet for those wahnectivity.

Assumptions and Limitations
This study makes the following assumptions:

(1) Study subjects were certified by the state ofidlis.



(2) Study subjects who returned the survey or partieghan telephone
interviews were representative of those teachirfigiamland County,
lllinois.

This study has the following limitations:

(1) Study subjects were limited to those teacherstigrag in Richland

County in southeastern lllinois.

(2) The assessment instruments were developed bygdbarcher.

Definitions

For the purposes of this study, certain termglafmed as follows:

Asynchronous communication: Online communication that takes place between
users one at a time using such technologies ad,afisgussion boards, and weblogs
(blogs).

Community of practice: A group of people with common goals and social and
cultural practices created for the purpose of comiearning.

Computer-mediated communication (CMC): Any communication that occurs
through two or more networked computers.

Filetransfer protocol (FTP): An Internet protocol used for file sharing.

Internet: Global system of interconnected computer networks

Internet forum: Online bulletin board that manages user-geneiaatent.

Online community: A group of people with common purposes that comigate
primarily through Internet technologies.

Professional learning community: A group, usually educators, formed for the

purpose of enhancing professional practice.



Rural: A non-urban setting with limited population arehsces, especially
geographically distant from a university with adieer education program.

Synchronous communication: Real-time communication and collaboration
facilitated by technologies such as online chatant messaging, and web conferencing.

Telecollaboration: Collaboration facilitated by Internet technolagie

Virtual community: Same as online community.

Summary
As teachers continue to practice their craft ire@er-changing world, they
need support and access to resources to remaatieffat what they do. Membership in
a collaborative community can help provide thisgup Since many teachers,
especially those practicing in rural areas, mayhaet convenient access to professional
communities locally, the Internet provides the tealbgy for reaching out to others for
support. This study examines rural teacher usagalme communities for personal and

professional support.



CHAPTER 2

REVIEW OF RELATED LITERATURE

Isolated in a Connected World

Working in isolation has long been recognized ablamatic for teachers,
especially for those practicing in rural areassdme rural settings, one secondary
mathematics or language arts teacher may be tlyesahject matter expert in that
discipline in the building or district (Falvo, 2003For teachers practicing in
geographically separated schools, opportunitiesaioe-to-face collaboration among
colleagues for academic and social support ara tifteted or unavailable.

At the same time, current educational trends enip&aschnology use and
encourage participation in professional learningnewnities to enhance educational
practice. Internet technologies are now beingzetil to address the concern of isolated
pedagogical practice by establishing online commmesito connect teachers to meet a
variety of perceived needs. Online communitiesehi&re ability to transcend time and
distance and are convenient and flexible for tiieaehers with Internet connectivity
(DeWert, Babinski, & Jones, 2003).

In a review of studies involving teacher use ofrmmkcommunities, three main
themes emerged. First, university professorstuogirs, and graduate students are
creating online communities to mentor preserviag rovice teachers during their first
experiences as educational practitioners (Dalg&r@mlgan, 2007; DeWert et al, 2003;
Merseth, 1991; Paulus & Scherff, 2008; Seabroolesiney, & Lamontagne, 2000;
Singer & Zeni, 2004). Second, professional edocaliorganizations and universities

are establishing online communities to provide @ment access for teacher professional



development and continuing education (Colgan, Higgn, & Sinclair, 1999; Curran,
2002; Dalgarno & Colgan, 2007; Falvo, 2003; Haw&gsood, 2000; Stephens &
Hartmann, 2004). Third, these same groups ardimgeanline communities to
encourage professional collaboration and to engeselesustaining communities for
purposes of academic and emotional support fohtgaqHough, Smithey, & Evertson,
2004; Ohlund, Yu, Jannasch-Pennell, & DiGangi, 2004 & Ward, 2006; Pennington,

Wilkinson, & Vance, 2004; Selwyn, 2000; Wickstro2®03).

Online Mentoring

Unfortunately, new teachers are leaving the pradess droves. The attrition
rate for teachers with three to five years of eigmae is 20-30% (AFT, 2001; Brown,
2003). Among the numerous reasons given for legthia profession, new teachers cited
lack of support more often than low salary as thesson for leaving (AFT, 2001; Joftus
& Maddox-Dolan, 2002). As a result, the Americadération of Teachers (AFT) has
developed policy that recognizes induction progrémnsiew teachers as essential for
teacher quality and success. To support this staiR@ cited research that showed that
teachers who didn’t participate in an inductiongveon were twice as likely to leave
during their first three years of teaching as thoke received some type of formal
induction (2001). The National Education Assdoiahas published similar figures
(Brown, 2003).

Research has shown that effective teacher industiwas districts turnover costs
as both new and veteran educators stay in theihieg positions longer where such

programs are in place. Well-planned induction ptares help new teachers function



more effectively in their classrooms and increakesatisfaction for veteran teachers
(Joftus & Maddox-Dolan, 2002).

Even though mentoring has been shown to be efeativetaining new teachers,
it is time consuming for mentors and expensivestdrool districts to implement. In rural
districts, appropriate mentors are often unavaglabiclose enough proximity for optimal
effectiveness. With online technologies now widaailable, virtual mentoring
relationships could be facilitated more convenieatid cheaply than face-to-face
arrangements. However, research has shown migettseegarding the effectiveness of
online mentoring.

Merseth (1991) followed 39 first-year teachers negvbduated from Harvard
University as they participated in an online meimgicommunity to see if an interactive
network would provide personal, emotional, and mécdl support. Participants were
provided with computers that they passed on to peicipants as they left the study.
Using rationalistic methods, Merseth collected datanail survey, frequency of use on
network, and structured follow-up interviews.

Comparing mean scores from a Likert scale survesrskth (1991) found that
new teachers used the virtual network more for trrpport and reducing isolation than
for enhancing teaching techniques. Excerptedvrgerresponses supported these
findings. One possible reason for this finding wree file sharing was unavailable to
participants at this stage of development of Ireetachnologies, and communication
was easier for subjects to achieve than sharingcalar materials.

Dalgarno and Colgan (2007) studied 27 novice eleéangmath teachers who

participated in Connect-ME, an online mentoring angport community. The purpose
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of this study was to determine if a forum such asri@ct-ME could help meet the needs
of participants through online mentoring relatiapsh Data were collected from two 90-
minute focus groups and 16 one-hour-long phoneviees conducted over a two-month
period. The authors employed a naturalistic apgrdey categorizing online usage by
participants into five emergent themes: formal erfidrmal teacher professional
development, personal teaching experiences, shamgmunicating, and access to
resources.

As a result of their analysis, Dalgarno and Col{007) determined that some
perceived needs could be met through sharing amdnemication in an online
community such as Connect-ME. Study participamigaographically remote areas
acknowledged feelings of isolation and reported tinvay valued the opportunity to
connect with other Connect-ME members. Even thaadflaboration was not evident,
sharing and communication was perceived as theagtdaenefit to participants.

The Lighthouse project, an online mentoring forumaplved 12 first-year
teachers, four experienced teachers, and eighersiiy faculty members involved in a
naturalistic study (DeWert, Babinski, & Jones, 200Bhe main goal of the researchers
was to study use of the forum as an online suggmrmunity for novice teachers. To
begin the study, participants attended a half-dantation session and were provided
laptops, university email addresses, and unliniitéelnet access. Researchers collected
data from asynchronous communications (email arehtled discussions), structured
phone interviews, and survey results to measueetfeness of the Lighthouse project
as an online support group in terms of peer suppoltaborative problem solving, and

reducing feelings of isolation.
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As a result of their investigation, DeWert et 20Q3) found that participants in
the Lighthouse online community reported feelinfgoreased emotional support,
increased confidence in teaching, and improvedlpnatsolving skills. Interview
responses to the question about what was mostuhédpbarticipants of the online
mentoring community showed subjects’ appreciatibansotional support and
encouragement, and decreased feelings of isolatidrhelplessness.

Paulus and Scherff (2008) studied 15 English edutareservice teachers and
their use of Blackboard, a computer-mediated comaation (CMC) forum. The
researchers wanted to find out what topics andexmscwvould be most discussed by
teaching interns, the extent of psychological supgerived from participation in an
online community, and how teaching interns woulkenaeaning of their experiences
through online dialogue. Data were collected fiamine discussions posted on the
CMC forum as part of a required 15-week secondamguliages arts methods course
taught by one of the researchers. Subjects p8&@anessages, while the instructor
posted 15 messages.

In this case study, discussion postings were ardlpy both researchers using
the constant comparative method and categorizedsintthemes: student issues,
university and program concerns, curriculum, relahips, organization and time
management, and classroom ownership. FurtherrRardus and Scherff (2008) found
that study participants used the online forum tlliflerent ways: emotional
engagement, responsiveness to other participardsjiacourse patterns. The
researchers concluded that online conversationddlemerge naturally and should not

be too closely directed; providing a safe spaatidouss taboo topics is an important

12



support mechanism; storytelling triggers emoti@ralagement and support among
online community members; and CMC has the potetdiplovide psychological,
emotional, and cognitive support for teaching inser

Seabrooks, Kenney, and Lamontagne (2000) studeedgé of Nicenet Internet
Classroom Assistant by 17 undergraduate studentsoneel by 14 graduate students
from two different universities’ special educatimmograms. In this naturalistic study,
researchers used descriptive comparisons and aBessto explore the benefits and
limitations of teacher mentoring through Interneflaboration. Information was
gathered through pre- and post-study surveys, sisaty online interactions, and a final
video conference.

Mentor survey responses showed mean gains from@pmst-study on survey
items pertaining to nonjudgmental responding, anatypersonal teaching practices,
providing a risk-free climate for developing teach@nd accepting mistakes as mentors.
Gains were also reported in teaming skills relatelistening and building team
consensus. Negative trends were observed on rated to confronting difficult
classroom issues, active listening, and commumgatupport (Seabrooks et al., 2000).

In the same study, Seabrooks et al. reported maas tr mentee responses on
items pertaining to exploring new strategies, asagersonal teaching effectiveness,
and collaboration skills. Survey responses reladedentor feedback and improving
teaching skills showed negative trends. Even thaigdy subjects generally found
online mentoring to be a positive experience, pgodition in the Nicenet forum was
generally not perceived to be as effective as tadace mentoring (Seabrooks et al.,

2000).
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Singer and Zeni (2004) studied 61 preservice Ehgéachers and their use of an
online mentoring forum over five semesters. Tiseaechers set up a listserv using
Majordomo freeware and made it available to theeidents during their student teaching
semester. The purpose of this naturalistic study i explore the use of the listserv as
an inexpensive way to improve supervision and mergmf preservice teachers.
Researchers gathered data from online conversatidoamal interviews, and group
focus sessions.

Using a collaborative action research model, SiagerZeni categorized data
using a grounded theory approach. They analyzé8 gfessages from 61 students and
641 messages from university supervisors. Thearekers found that participants used
the listserv for storytelling, support, bondingllaborative problem-solving, and
development as reflective practitioners. Conversatshowed evidence of growth in
reflective practice and transition from role ofd#ut to that of teacher. The authors
concluded that the online forum should complemietientoring, not replace it, and

both continue to use it with their students.

Teacher Professional Development and Continuing: &titon
Most states now require specific continuing edwrasind/or professional
development experiences for teachers to renew tibgthing certificates, with 50% of
states no longer granting permanent licensure (Ry@ooper, 2007). Such experiences
might include learning how to use new technologbegoming more proficient in a
particular subject matter area, or finding wayadoommodate diverse learners.
Many teachers are taking advantage of online lagrecommunities to fulfill

professional development and licensure requiremengsichers geographically distant
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from a university or other educational provider camplete online coursework or meet
professional development requirements at their en@nce through an Internet
connection. Comparisons of online educational Bgpees with face-to-face
experiences show mostly positive outcomes, andestud online usage patterns found
that participants utilized virtual learning commtigs for a wide variety of purposes
related to teaching.

Colgan, Higginson, and Sinclair (1999) studied Bdnentary teacher candidates
attending Queen’s University as they participatedn enrichment program calléte
Joy of X. They continued the study as the subjects gradustd committed to
participate in Connect-ME, an online learning comityu In this study, researchers
were interested in developing a theoretical framévior developing successful online
communities and in obtaining empirical data regaganline teacher professional
development issues. Researchers employed natigratisthods in collecting and
analyzing data gathered from questionnaire resgosse focused interviews.

In the preliminary stages of their study, Colgaale{1999) found that all teacher
participants were regular email users, even thaxgierience with the Internet varied
greatly among subjects. Participants used thernetenost often to find activities and
lesson plans but found the quality and organizatioexisting online materials
disappointing. Study subjects also used the Ietdor locating assessment resources
and for curriculum integration resources. In additparticipants expressed the felt need
for discussion with experts and peers in the apéasarriculum changes, technology
integration, and special needs. Subjects were miesested in sharing self-created

lesson plans and activities with other membersiefanline community.
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Curran (2002) developed and studied the use ofrhitkp, an Internet based
software application that allowed university stugdesmd their instructors to communicate
and disseminate information asynchronously. Spatyicipants included 40 university
education majors involved in eight online tutosaksions that replaced the traditional
face-to-face setting. Curran’s main goal was tmgare the experiences of Helpmate
users to those of traditional students in faceatmefclassroom settings.

An analysis of questionnaire results from both etid and lecturers showed that
online chat, desktop sharing, and FTP (file trangfetocol) usage increased each week
during the study. Eighty-five percent of studeattipants found the online tutorial
interesting and convenient, 88% found the chaufedtelpful, 92% preferred the online
environment over a traditional classroom settimgl 84% responded that they felt part of
a group (Curran, 2002).

Falvo (2003) used a naturalistic approach to saaWen rural elementary teachers
and their use of technology. The author wantddctow if these teachers would continue
to use newly acquired technology skills to enhahe& educational practice through
relationships facilitated by participation in arlioe community. Study subjects were
chosen from participants in a weeklong state-spaassummer workshop about
integrating technology use into curriculum. Thee@rcher collected data from open-
ended interviews, classroom observations, and sisaby teacher artifacts.

Falvo (2003) found that study participants usediiternet to foster collaboration
between students, to build supportive relationshipls other teachers, to enhance

classroom relationships that support learning,targhrticipate in collegial sharing. The
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author also found that technology helped connéthide schools involved in his study
to their communities.

Hawkes and Good (2000) studied 44 teachers (masty) who were
participants in three different state-sponsoreectdlaborative professional development
projects: Feeding Feathered Friends, Bald Eagi&iteProject, and Discover South
Dakota. In this rationalistic study, the authosiected data from asynchronous
communications (email listserv), interviews, classn observations, and survey results.
Hawkes and Good found that participation in thedene communities assisted
geographically separated teachers in enhancinggsiainal practice in the areas of
curriculum and teaching skills.

Creating self-sustaining online communities thattowe functioning after the
study ends has proven to be more difficult. In sneh study, Stephens and Hartmann
(2004) wanted to familiarize secondary math teachath educational technology, to
encourage its use, and to build a sustainable ®clbmmunity of mathematics teachers
with a common interest in teaching with technologye researchers employed a
rationalistic approach involving two separate cédhof practicing math teachers during
two separate years. Both groups were led by time $aculty member and had similar
teaching assignments and educational technologgriexwe. All subjects were
participants in the Teaching Mathematics with Textbgy Project (TMTP) that included
a summer institute and six follow-up professiorale@lopment meetings.

To analyze the success of TMTP, Stephens and Hanti{2004) used Riel and
Levin’s (1990) network participant structures: otyanization of network, 2) network

task, 3) response opportunities, 4) response dldigg and 5) evaluation and
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coordination. The authors felt that the first cdlamly met the third criterion as every
participant had ease of access to a reliable canpetwork. Even though subjects were
active participants during face-to-face meetingdine participation for these same
subjects was minimal and only occurred after dipgompts from TMTP leaders.

TMTP leaders responded to these discouraging selsylthanging tactics for the
second cohort to encourage participation, but tpasicipants did not spontaneously
develop an online community either. Even thoudbjestts actively participated in face-
to-face meetings and thoughtfully replied to onlprempts, they did not initiate any new
online discussion and the forum quickly fell silefithis group met the second and third
of Riel and Levin’s criteria since they completedrmspecific online tasks designed by
TMTP leaders. However, the other criteria weremet. The researchers felt that
fostering a sense of obligation to the group wastiost difficult of the five criteria to
achieve and was the main reason for failure ofragjomg online community to develop

(Hawkes & Good, 2000).

Collaboration and Community Building

Those who espouse constructivist learning thealytfeat knowledge is not
constructed in isolation and recognize the so@pkat of learning in the context of
dialogue with others (Shiland, 1999). Membership community of practice helps
fulfill this need for social interaction as teaché&arn to hone their pedagogical skills.

Members of a community of practice share commoerésts, jargon, and
communication patterns. They learn to work in teavhere the accomplishment of the
team is primary, but each member makes importamitiboitions (Riel & Fulton, 2001).

Teachers practicing in isolation without conveniaotess or opportunity to collaborate
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with colleagues or subject matter experts may eraebt from the positive outcomes of
professional interaction.

Jean Lave and Etienne Wenger developed one magstaiting the concept of
communities of practice. The model's frameworKudes four interconnected
components: community, identity, practice, and mive@ (Niesz, 2007). This model
emphasizes the social aspect of learning and rezegythat engagement within a
community is fundamental to learning. Transferiting concepts of face-to-face
communities of practice to virtual communities aslis a natural outgrowth of the
interactive nature of the Internet. According taythornthwaite (2002), online
communities exhibit many of the same charactessitraditional face-to-face
communities: common goals, membership requiremergsarchy, shared history, a
common meeting place, and rituals.

Hough, Smithey, and Evertson (2004) explored tleeaiomputer-mediated
communication (CMC) to create virtual communitiépractice. Based on the
knowledge that research in this area is new arldig®rganizing theory, the authors
designed their study to identify essential suppanis constraints of teacher reflection in
a CMC environment. The researchers’ hypothesistiatsa positive relationship would
be found between participation in a structuredrambommunity and the level of
reflection related to teaching practice. Studytipgrants were 35 intern teachers in three
different cohorts who participated in three sentesté required web-based conferencing.
Data were collected over a three-year period, imgkructions for participants growing

more detailed each year.
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Based on data gathered from independent and thdeaddéerence messages, tape
recordings of seminars, structured interviews, gunaodip interviews, Hough et al. (2004)
found that Year 1 participants had the highestllet/eeflection relating to teaching
practice. The researchers concluded that thidtnesty have been influenced by several
factors: a different instructor, a pre-existingri@ng community, more subject
involvement in research design and implementatod, more classroom experience.
Year 2 interns focused more on social and emotiissaks, while Year 3 interns
interacted more on the topic of pedagogical issUd® researchers attributed this finding
to the fact that instructors gave more explicitimstions and posting requirements to this
group. One surprising finding was that subjects whsted messages less frequently
were more reflective.

Ohlund, Yu, Jannasch-Pennell, and DiGangi (2000j)tecato discover whether
or not teacher use of Internet-based communicaticreases positive attitudes toward
collaboration. Study subjects were 43 K-12 teagaeticipants in an interactive Web-
based course designed to develop learning comrasrahd to enhance collaboration.
The assessment instrument utilized wasages of Concern Instrument: Attitudes
Toward the Internet (ATI), and was administered as pre-test and post-test.

Ohlund et al. (2000) reported a slight decreageanhers’ positive attitudes
toward collaboration after treatment. They alsanid that those who used chat sessions
and mailing lists had less change in their attisuidevard collaboration than other
subjects.

Pennington, Wilkinson, and Vance (2004) studiedXphysical education

teachers’ use of the National Association for Spod Physical Education listserv
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(NASPE-L). The researchers’ opinion that physedhlcators often work in isolation led
them to explore what these teachers talked abdalichuwhile communicating on an
online forum such as the NASPE listserv. Usingtanalistic paradigm, the researchers
analyzed 333 subscriber messages posted durimglamdy chosen month with size
based on number of messages rather than numbartfipants.

Postings were categorized into six emergent themesfessional issues €
124), teaching activitiesi(= 117), instructional strategies £ 31), technology in
physical educatiom(= 26), professional conferences< 18), and advocacyE 17).
Pennington et al. (2004) found that the convereatwere largely professional in nature
and that participants cared deeply about theirgaxibn and teaching programs. They
also found that subjects were willing to shareringtonal activities, resources, and
support with other physical education professiomatkin the community, possibly
resulting in reduced feelings of isolation.

Selwyn (2000) explored teachers’ use of SENCongriet discussion forum
serving special needs coordinators in the Unitethgfom. This study examined how
teacher discussion groups work out in practiceiftiek Internet has the capacity to
create virtual communities of teachers as propenatvocate. By analyzing 24 months
of online exchanges (18 months archived, 6 momiey &mong forum subscribers,
Selwyn explored the roles of forum participants;elepment of relationships,
emergence of community attachments, and patterparatipation.

Selwyn categorized and coded forum postings (36&gsages and 734 threads)
using a grounded theory approach. Even though SBEN@ over 900 subscribers at the

time, Selwyn found that only 26 regular particigamtade over one-third of the postings
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and gave the forum its identity and character.e fi@searcher found that the forum
remained formal and professional and was usedhfanirsy information and support.
Even though SENCo showed signs of a collaborativeie, Selwyn found that many
conversations exhibited signs of solipsism and easjzled personal identities over
communal ones. Selwyn did not find that this \attcommunity replaced or replicated
the staff room function of providing an environmémtteachers to relax and unwind, or
that online communities are the panacea that prmsrsuggested.

Using a naturalistic approach, Wickstrom (2003p&d 45 undergraduate
students participating in a one-semester readisgsament course taught by the author.
The purpose of the study was to examine the eftédas online discussion board on
discourse and reflection of preservice teacheostiiy online reflections was a required
part of participants’ coursework. The author attkel data from online postings and
survey results.

Wickstrom analyzed the data for content and nurbppstings on the bulletin
board. The researcher counted 639 postings witkan number of 14 per participant.
Even though usage was fairly heavy, the authotliel the forum did not meet
expectations. Conversations remained too instridrigen with less spontaneous
participation than expected. Collegial converseidid occur, but only when students
had concerns real to them. Subjects who were quiass were also quiet online, and
some subjects did not see the assignments as dathenspite of some disappointment
with the project, the author expressed a desitembinue using a modified online forum

in future classes.
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In another example of a community that failed teedep as researchers had
hoped, Parr and Ward (2006) followed K throughdathers practicing in 10 isolated
schools in New Zealand over a three-year peridae Aumber of participants in the
FarNet project varied from 8 to 284, depending ugata collection method. The
purpose of this state-sponsored study was to iigpastthe extent of teacher participation
in an online community of teachers in geographycialblated schools for the purpose of
sharing resources, communicating about resouroesijeveloping a functioning online
community. Of the studies included in this litewrat review, the participants in this one
were farthest removed from one another geographic@he researchers collected
naturalistic data from school visits, interviewsather self-report, and FarNet site
participation.

Parr and Ward (2006) found that their goal of d&himg a functioning online
community connecting geographically separated @pants did not materialize. They
had hoped that FarNet participants would post @aedss resources, communicate about
curriculum issues, and find the experience relesantuseful. The only subgroup that
developed positively was the Maori community tHed¢ady existed before they had
technological connectivity. One positive findingswthat between-school online
communications increased 510%.

Even though researchers have found that online aontims do not fully
replicate the experiences of participating in famdéace communities, most feel that
participation in virtual communities is largely agutive experience and fills many of the
same needs for participants in terms of professioteraction and collaboration. Virtual

community participants communicate about subjd@sinterest or concern them, their
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postings show professional reflection about pedegbgractice, and they collaborate

with other community members to achieve mutuallydieial goals.

Factors Affecting Online Community Use

The online forums discussed previously in thispteawere designed and utilized
for specific purposes. Some were more succedsdnl dthers in terms of teachers’ levels
of participation and sustainability of those foruni®esearchers have discovered some
hindrances and enablers to online usage that aéfacher usage levels. A major
hindrance to increased online community usageclsdtime (Dias, 1999; Earle, 2002;
Mumtaz, 2000). Teachers are busy people with nonsstasks and obligations to fulfill
during precious planning time. Learning how to ne® technologies, utilizing online
resources, and planning ways to integrate onlisewees into curriculum takes time,
and many teachers report that they just don’t leencigh time (Mumtaz, 2000).

Some other hindrances to online use are lack ftertech support, lack of
funds, lack of training, and inexperience usinditedogy. Poor administrative support,
lack of functioning technology, and resistancehange also affect teachers’ levels of
online usage (Dias, 1999; Earle, 2002; Mumtaz, 2000

Some enablers to online technology use are supp@dministrators, teacher
motivation, and ready access to technology. Teackko were committed to their
students’ learning and were motivated to enhanee tlwn development as educators
were also more likely to utilize available techrgies (Mumtaz, 2000). Teachers who
felt that available technology applications closelgtched their curriculum needs and
who felt ownership in the technology implementafpracess also felt more enabled in

their online technology usage (Earle, 2002, Mumzan0).
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Conclusions

Research into the use of online communities fortorarg purposes has shown
many positive outcomes. Study participants usearigty of Internet technologies and
forums for the moral support, sharing, and collabion normally found in mentoring
relationships. Many subjects reported reducedrfgelof isolation as a result of
participation in virtual mentoring experiences. eTfdnonymity of the online forum can
provide a safe place to discuss taboo topics amadkdor emotional support and
encouragement. Even though mentor and menteeipartts reported numerous positive
outcomes from their experiences with online mengprmany felt that their virtual
relationships did not fully replicate traditionalcke-to-face mentoring relationships.
Perhaps online mentoring experiences should congrlgemather than replace, traditional
face-to-face mentoring.

Teachers patrticipating in online communities fasfpssional development or
continuing education opportunities reported usimgrnet technologies for locating and
sharing curricular resources. Some participantsacher professional development
communities showed increased use of asynchronaumaoication, some preferred the
online environment to a traditional classroom agttand some were able to build
supportive relationships with other teacher pgstiots. While collegial sharing and
enhanced pedagogical practice were noted in mawyest, development of self-
sustaining communities was another matter. Witleoustant supervision and discussion
prompts, most online forums went quiet.

Studies of teachers using online forums for coltabon or community

membership showed different levels of pedagogieiéction based on project
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circumstances. Subjects who had more input imanfiodevelopment tended to be more
participative, and those who were more reflectiveaditional settings were often more
reflective online. Online discussions were foundbé largely professional and focused

on teaching activities or instructional strategi€ne group showed a decrease in positive
feelings toward collaboration after participationain online community, while another
group’s conversations showed evidence of solipswgimindividual identity taking
precedence over communal identity. As in the afd¢aacher professional development,
some researchers felt that online communities dideplicate the teacher staff room in
terms of collaboration and community membershi, #wat conversations were too
instructor-driven.

According to existing research, online communipesvide many benefits to
recommend them, and participants reported numerositive outcomes. However,
online communities have proven to be difficult te&in. Any person or group serious
about starting a self-sustaining online communiityudd study Riel and Levin’s (1990)
network participant structures, become informedudbandrances and enablers to online
community usage, and plan for ways to encouragevaidtain participation throughout

the life of the forum.
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CHAPTER 3

METHODOLOGY

Introduction

The findings of this descriptive study could paipreliminary data for future
development and study of an online community desigor teachers in a specific rural
area to meet specific needs. A survey was adraneidtto a sample of public school
teachers practicing in Richland County in southeraslilinois. Survey results provided
demographic data about respondents and descrilage 0$ online communities and
related technologies by study subjects at a padati@oint in time. Follow-up interviews
were conducted to further explore purposefully gele participants’ online community
usage patterns and needs. Study findings coupddsthblish guidelines for development

of self-sustaining online communities to meet peext needs of rural teachers.

Population and Sample
The target population for this study was rural2Ppiiblic school teachers
currently teaching in the United States. The agibés population was P-12 teachers
currently teaching in public schools in Richlandu@ty in southeastern lllinois. Both
public school districts included in the study werehnologically rich with high-speed
Internet access and functional hardware availabsudy participants. Potential study
subjects were identified as the 198 teachers pragtin East Richland Community Unit
#1 and West Richland Community Unit #2 in Richl&wbLnty, lllinois. The sample in

this study was those teachers who responded &uttvey and follow-up interviews.
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As arule, researchers want as large a samplesasfe. However, cost is often a
limiting factor, and a very large sample may wast®ources. In addition, a sample size
that is too large may make very small differendatisgically significant, but not
practically significant (Kerlinger & Lee, 2000)sdac and Michael (1997) suggested that
a small sample is acceptable when collecting aadl/aimg a large sample is not
economically feasible. Proper statistical analysethods can help reduce sampling
error. For this study, the sample population vii@s1i51 teachers that responded to the

survey and the 12 teachers that participated lovieup interviews.

Sampling Methods

Building principals in schools within the targetgulation of 198 teachers were
contacted by telephone for permission to surveghtes working there. Surveys were
delivered to East Richland Elementary School, Ragtland Middle School, East
Richland High School, West Richland Elementary $thand West Richland Junior
High/High School at scheduled teachers’ meetingse letter required by Southern
lllinois University Carbondale’s Human Subjects Goittee describing the study and
enlisting the participation of potential study sdig was attached to each survey. The
researcher delivered the surveys to each schosbpaity before each of the teachers’

meetings and picked them up afterwards.

Instrumentation
Quantitative Data Collection
The initial data collection instrument was a syrdesigned by the researcher

(See Appendix A). The first two questions wereiglesd to gather data regarding age
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and gender of respondents. The next four questisked for highest level of educational
attainment, current teaching assignment, yearsamfting experience, and satisfaction
with current teaching position, respectively. Rémng survey questions related to
online communication technology usage. Questiaskéd respondents to indicate which
points of Internet access they utilized for proi@sal purposes. Questions 8 and 9 asked
respondents to indicate frequency of use of varintegnet communities and
technologies for professional and personal reagespgectively. Question 10 asked
respondents to indicate professional reasons facthathey used online communities, and
Question 11 asked respondents to select from aflbdssible hindrances to their online
community use to meet professional needs.

Where possible, survey questions were designed disiced-choice format.
Forced-choice and check-all formats are often ustedchangeably in surveys with the
assumption that both types of questions elicitsdn@e information from respondents.
However, one study showed that respondents conlisendorsed more options on
forced-choice questions than they did on checksathats (Dillman, Smyth, & Christian,
20009).

When considering responses to forced-choice questrespondents must
consider each option one at a time. When respgrdicheck-all-that-apply questions,
respondents often consider the list of possiblpaeses as a whole and tend to mark
more choices in the top half of the list (Dillmaraé, 2009). One possible conclusion is
that order of response choices might bias results.

The question regarding current teaching assignmastdesigned as an open-

ended question. In surveying a population as devas 198 rural P-12 teachers, a long
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list of possible choices might have been overwhedno potential respondents and
possibly have deterred their participation on freaticular question. Another
consideration in designing this question for thastigular group of subjects was the
likely possibility of cross-categorical teachingigmments and the confusion this might
have caused in making a selection.

Questions 8 and 9 were designed using a Likert $tylnat with choices labeled
1-never, 2-rarely, 3-monthly, 4-weekly, 5-dailydarmultiple times per day.
Respondents were asked to consider their own frexyuaf use of a variety of online
communication technologies. Question 8 listededéht genres of online communication
technologies and communities and asked responttentsisider each one separately
regarding their professional use. Question 9 vemalfel to Question 8 in format, but
asked respondents to consider usage frequencydbrgenre of online communication
technology and community for personal reasons.ciBgaf numbers stayed consistent
throughout and both questions used the same nuahedale, column labels, and
instructions (Fink, 2009).

The first seven questions of the survey elicitddrimation to address research
guestion 2: Are certain demographic charactessigsociated with the use of online
communities? Questions 8 and 9 of the survey addceresearch question 1: How
often do rural P-12 teachers use online commurfitiepersonal and professional
reasons?

Survey questions 8 and 9 addressed research qudsti/hat types of online
communities do rural teachers use to meet theggmed and professional needs?

Question 10 of the survey addressed research qunekstiFor what purposes do rural
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teachers use online communities? Question 1leoftivey addressed research question
5: What are some perceived hindrances or enalol@nsline community usage by rural
teachers?

Questions on the interview guide used to gathermétion from selected
interview participants addressed five of the seegrch questions (See Appendix B).
Since demographic data was already collected osuhey, research question 2 was not
specifically addressed during interviews. Thetf&guestions on the interview guide
addressed research questions 1, 3, 4, and 5.a$hewvo questions on the interview guide
addressed research question 6: How do rural teaahiBze online communities for

mentoring support during their first years of taagR?

Evaluating Internal Validity

Social scientists have not found validity easgefine, but generally an
assessment instrument is said be valid if it adelyaneasures what it purports to
measure (Vogt, 2005). For an instrument to beidensd to have validity, it must also
be considered to have reliability even though thwerse is not necessarily true (Kerlinger
& Lee, 2000; Vogt, 2005). Instrument reliabiliydiscussed in the next section.
Internal validity refers to the degree to whichigdalonclusions can be drawn regarding
the causal effects of one variable on another.edtsrto internal validity most often occur
in studies using some form of experimental desipg(, 2005). In a descriptive study
such as this one, some possible threats to inteatidity are problems with
measurement and instrumentation. Just the aceaburing study subjects changes their
responses, with those espousing controversial viimivgy the most affected (Kerlinger &

Lee, 2000).
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Use of a survey to gather data may cause probhthsnstrumentation. Since
surveys rely on direct communication with responsgletiey are reactive in nature.
Reactive data collection methods run the risk ofegating misleading data. For
instance, data are only collected for those respatsdvho actually fill out and return the
survey, and survey questions themselves are viileeta bias by both the writer and the
responder (Isaac & Michael, 1997).

For an instrument to have content validity, iesns should accurately represent
the thing being measured (Vogt, 2005). Einsteicessaid that it is difficult to say what
truth is, but sometimes it is easy to recognizalsehood. Much the same can be said of
content validity. It is easier to give clear exaespof invalidity than validity (Vogt,

2005). According to Kerlinger and Lee (2000), emtvalidation consists essentially in
judgment where one or more researchers judge pnesentativeness of the assessment
items. In this study, assessment items were jutiybd representative by the researcher

in conjunction with the expert opinions and suggest of doctoral committee members.

Evaluating External Validity

External validity refers to the extent to whichady findings can be used to draw
conclusions about subjects or settings beyond @henpeters of the study (Vogt, 2005).
Since the sample in this study was from a speg#émgraphic location and the survey
was designed by the researcher, findings may regssarily be generalizable to external

populations.

Evaluating Instrument Reliability
Since the assessment instrument utilized in tla@@fative data collection portion

of this study was designed by the researcher biktiawas a concern. For an instrument
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to be considered reliable, it should have conststemd be as free from measurement
error as possible (Isaac & Michael, 1997; Kerlingdree, 2000; Vogt, 2005).

To determine internal consistency of Likert stgleestions such as numbers 8 and
9 of the survey, researchers often use Cronbagtts dKerlinger & Lee, 2000).
Cronbach’s alpha is a measure of internal relighbaind estimates the proportion of
variance accounted for by a common factor (Issédiéhael, 1997; Vogt, 2005). On a
scale from 0 to 1, a Cronbach’s alpha score grélader .70 suggests internal reliability
on scaled questions where more than two choicesfimed to respondents (Vogt,
2005). In testing internal reliability on the Likestyle survey questions used in this
study, the Cronbach’s alpha test of reliability amgohe nine items in question 8 resulted
in a score of .70 and a score of .78 among thensémas in question 9 for all

respondents.

Qualitative Data Collection

An interview guide designed by the researcherwegasl to gather information
during follow-up interviews (See Appendix B). Tgeide was based on Patton’s belief
that the interviewer should outline issues pertayrio research questions beforehand to
serve as a checklist during actual interviews (20@uring telephone interviews with
selected subjects, the researcher used the questtad on the guide as conversation
prompts to encourage respondents to expand ormatan gathered from previously
administered surveys.

According to Patton, interview questions shouldpen-ended, neutral, singular,
and clear (2002). To ensure that interview quastiwere open-ended, dichotomous

guestions and presuppositions were limited as raggbossible in designing the
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interview guide and in conducting the interviews encourage as much singularity and
clarity as possible, interview questions were wdrdge that only one idea was presented
at a time, and unclear questions were clarifigdafrespondent expressed confusion or if
the conversation fell into an uncomfortably lonigisce. Neutrality was addressed by
working to establish a comfortable rapport withp@sdents so that they felt relatively
comfortable divulging opinions or patterns of usttygg might have been regarded by
respondents as too negative or professionally wpaable.

In designing and implementing interview questidPatton emphasized the
importance of establishing rapport between thawigeer and research subjects so that
respondents would feel more comfortable in respanth questions without concern for
gaining or losing the interviewer’s approval (2002pn the other hand, close rapport can
cause a dilemma. Establishing close rapport mawy ojpors, but it also may cause loss
of objectivity on the part of the researcher (Foat& Frey, 2000). To help establish an
appropriate level of rapport, the researcher amghrea respondents through the common

experiences of fellow public school teachers.

Data Collection Procedures
Subject to approval of Southern lllinois UniversitlyCarbondale’s Human
Subjects Committee, initial quantitative data wewected by survey. Teacher subjects
were recruited during teachers’ meetings with presipermission of building
administrators. The cover letter explained thely@nd gave instructions for survey
completion. Participation was voluntary. Afteckaneeting, completed surveys were
collected by building administrators and returnethie researcher. Since the response

rate was 76%, no follow-up procedures were impleegkto increase participation.
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Subsequent to administration of the survey assegsnstrument, telephone
interviews were conducted with 12 purposefully s&ld survey respondents. Interview
subjects were selected based on their mean resgptingaestions 8 and 9 of the survey
regarding levels of online communication technolaggge for professional and personal
usage. As illustrated in Table 1, two respondemie selected from each of the
following categories: elementary teachers with lssage, middle school teachers with
low usage, high school teachers with low usageneteary teachers with high usage,
middle school teachers with high usage, and higb@deachers with high usage.

Mean usage scores were considered separatelydoiezel of teaching
assignment—elementary, middle school, high schood-emly those respondents who
provided contact information were possible intenwmubjects. Of necessity, some
survey respondents with lower or higher mean sdiwas those chosen as interview
subjects were eliminated as interview subjectfi@g those not to identify themselves to
the researcher. When mean scores among respomaenpsirticular group were very
close, the one with higher or lower professionalgeswas chosen over those with higher
or lower personal usage. The researcher also @d@électing more than one teacher
with the same teaching assignment.

Of the 12 interview subjects, 9 were female andeBawnale. The female to male
ratio of 3 to 1 for this selected group closely @pmated the overall female to male
ratio of 3.5 to 1 for total respondents. Four satg were high school teachers, four were
middle school teachers, and four were pre-k or efgary teachers. Included in the
group were a math teacher, a music teacher, deamfter, a Spanish teacher, a physical

education teacher, and a language arts teachsan idluded were a special education
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teacher, a Title | reading teacher, and a crossgosital 8' grade teacher teaching
science and social studies. One subject was & fma&echer for at-risk students, one
taught a self-contained second grade class, anttiemaught a self-contained third grade

class.

Table 1

Interview Subject Selection Criteria

Number of Interview Subjects

High Online Low Online
Community Usage Community Usage
High School Teachers 2 2
Middle School Teachers 2 2
Elementary School Teachers 2 2

During telephone interviews, the researcher empl@yeonversational style using
the interview guide for structure. To close eatkrview, subjects were asked if they
had anything to add that wasn't addressed duriagnierview. Some expanded or added
to their responses; some did not. Responses weoeded by hand during the course of
each interview and were transcribed by computertishfollowing. This was done so
that the researcher could add any missed dethlyovording, and expand on

abbreviated notes (Patton, 2002).

Rationale for Data Collection Method
The focus of this study is on a particular behawviasage of online
communities—and demographic characteristics as®sakciwaith that behavior. The

survey is an effective method for eliciting sucfonmation. In general, surveys are used
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to gather information regarding the incidence,ribstion, and interrelationships among
certain sociological and psychological variablesr{lhger & Lee, 2000).

Some sociological variables in this study were actbflemographics of age, gender,
highest level of education attained, and yeargathing experience. Some
psychological variables were frequency of use ofows online communication
technologies, possible reasons for that use, assilgle hindrances to the use of online
communities. This study examined any emergentiogaiships between those
sociological and psychological variables.

Even though the personal interview is thoughtedH®z most effective method to
conduct a survey, it is often overly time-consumamgl cost-prohibitive. The mail
guestionnaire also has major drawbacks: lacksgarse and lack of ability to verify
responses. Usually, the researcher can expectaotio to 60% rate of return
(Kerlinger & Lee, 2000). To help ameliorate threldem of poor response rate, the
researcher hand-delivered the surveys to individalabols and arranged for each
principal to collect completed surveys from thosgpondents who chose to participate.
Using this approach, the survey return rate was.7@&ification of individual
responses would only be possible in a face-to-faesview setting which was not
applicable in the case of the written survey.

Since the survey was administered in only one gou2 follow-up interviews
were conducted to gather more in-depth informatibout purposefully selected subjects’
use of online communities. Interviews are usefihid out what cannot be directly
observed as in the case of thoughts, feelingspbahdviors (Patton, 2000). Since

interview subjects had already completed a stradigurvey, the researcher chose a
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semi-structured approach by utilizing an interviginwde (Fontana & Frey, 2000). Rather
than asking structured questions which allow ndaten from the script, the interview
guide outlined issues beforehand to serve as &ii$teduring actual interviews. In
designing the guide, major questions were listati possible follow-up probes for each
guestion (Patton, 2002).

Following an interview guide helps the intervievgéay on topic, but also
provides follow-up probes to further explore toptieat arise naturally during the
conversational exchange inherent in the intervieve@ss. While the interviewer should
not purposely bring up questions not listed ongihiele, some related topics emerged

naturally during the interview process (Patton,200

Data Analysis

The researcher analyzes data and interprets thssks to find answers to
research questions and to test hypotheses. Thegwof analysis includes
categorization, ordering, manipulation, and sumpaidn of data in order to reduce data
to some interpretable form. During the procesmtafrpretation, the researcher makes
inferences and draws conclusions about relatiossdmpong the data and searches for the
broader meaning illustrated by the data (Kerlingéree, 2000).

In this study, data analysis and interpretationewserformed on data gathered
from survey results and follow-up interviews. Gelg, this research project looked for
patterns in the data and any apparent relationsl@pgeen variables.

In chapter 4 of this study, descriptive data gattidrom survey responses are
displayed in frequency tables. Data organizedhim fashion helps make any patterns in

the data more apparent. Survey responses regasiyieological variables such as
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purpose of use of online communities were alsedisthd compared to interview
responses. Inferences were drawn from emerginigrpatand relationships in the data.

On survey items involving Likert-style choices Buas questions 8 and 9 of the
survey, responses for different demographic grovgre analyzed using chi square cross
tabulation methods. Inferences were drawn frorsélrocedures by examining
different demographic groups to see if any pattemsrged in relation to their online
community usage. Chi square statistical analgsibrtiques evaluate whether or not two
factors in a contingency table are correlated (S&slopkins, 1996).

The chi square method was selected for analysisiaftitative data in this study
because none of the question responses were tatynaous in nature. Even though
guestions 8 and 9 of the survey are Likert-stylesgjons and appear continuous at first
glance, possible responses are not truly continuonature because of the assignment of
specific time values to each numerical choice. #8@uch as never, rarely, or monthly
are not equidistant in relation to elapsed timaer&fore, possible responses are
frequency choices rather than choices on a continuthe chi square technique is
suitable for evaluating comparisons of frequenbigtsveen groups and is especially
useful in tables involving frequencies of forceaices (Isaac & Michael, 1997).

In most instances, some categories such as diffagengroups were combined
before applying the chi square statistical tesim& frequency of use columns were also
combined for most chi square statistical testsis Was done when groups contained
fewer than five respondents to help satisfy th&rice®n that no theoretical frequency in

a cross tabulation table should be smaller than(fisaac & Michael, 1997).
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Summary

The purpose of this study was to examine rurahteause of online communities.
Subjects were enlisted from those P-12 public sit@achers practicing in Richland
County in southeastern lllinois. Data were cobelctising a paper-and-pencil survey and
follow-up telephone interviews with questions deg to elicit responses to the six
research questions. The main focus of data asalas to determine if any significant
patterns or relationships among the data emergeg.inferences drawn can then be
used for future research into or development olhentommunities designed to meet the

unique needs of rural teachers.
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CHAPTER 4

FINDINGS

Introduction

The purpose of this study was to examine ruralhteausage of online
communities, their purposes for participating ing communities, and any relationships
between demographic data and online community Uike.types of online communities
those teachers accessed, their frequency of usdlgese communities, and perceived
hindrances and enablers to their use were alsoiagdmAs defined in Chapter 2, online
communities are a group of people with common psepdhat communicate primarily
through Internet technologies. Data were gathbyeslrvey ( = 151) and follow-up

telephone interviews of purposefully selected resignts ( = 12).

Response Rate

Surveys were distributed to teachers at five tiffié public schools in Richland
County, lllinois: East Richland Elementary Schdgdst Richland Middle School, East
Richland High School, West Richland Elementary Hggthool, and West Richland
Junior High/High School. According to the 2008-2@ducational Directory published
by the Regional Office of Education #12 (ROE 1Bg humber of certified personnel
working in each building is listed in Table 2.

The figures in Table 2 were based on informatioment at the start of the 2008-
2009 school year and did not take into accountpamgonnel changes made after

publication of the ROE 12 directory for that schgear. Teachers that were listed in
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more than one building were only counted onceotaltof 151 surveys were returned by

certified personnel for a response rate of 76%.

Table 2

Number of Certified Personnel per School

School Number of
Personnel

East Richland Elementary School 68

East Richland Middle School 35

East Richland High School 56

West Richland Elementary School 19

West Richland Junior High/High School 20

Total 198

Acceptable response rate is difficult to judge ead vary based upon the
research situation, but “higher is better” (FinR02). For this study, the researcher
chose group administration of paper surveys rdttar mail questionnaires or online
administration to increase the potential for ret{Piilman et al, 2009). According to
Kerlinger and Lee, return rates for mail questioresarange from less than 40% to at
most 50% or 60% (2000). Return rates for Intesueveys is usually much lower with
an average rate of 20.7% (Kaplowitz, Haddock, &ihey2004). Since the return rate of
76% for this study exceeded previously cited figure follow-up procedures were
implemented to increase participation.

All 12 of the study subjects purposefully seledimdfollow-up interviews agreed
to participate in telephone interviews. Some sttbjagreed to participate during the
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initial call, others requested appointed times, anel interview was conducted in two

parts due to poor cell phone reception.

Research Question 1 and Discussion

How often do rural P-12 teachers use online comtiasnior personal and

professional reasons?

Survey question 8 asked respondents to indicatelével of online

communication technology usage for professionaores. Possible answer choices for

each type of online communication technology listesle 1-never, 2-rarely, 3-monthly,

4-weekly, 5-daily, and 6-multiple times per dayé®ependix A).

Table 3
Frequency of Professional Usage

6 Invalid
Technology 1 2 3 4 5 Multiple or SD
Type Never Rarely Monthly Weekly Daily times  missing

per day responsé

% of responses(= 151)

Email 0.7 3.3 3.3 46 232 629 2.0 5.40 1.042
Virtual 84.1 11.3 1.4 0.0 1.4 0.0 20  1.20 0591
Conference
Instant 808 126 1.3 20 13 1.3 0.7  1.33 0.895
Messaging
Blogs 702 212 4.6 2.0 0.7 0.7 0.7 1.43 0.822
File Sharing  57.6  21.9 7.9 6.0 2.0 4.6 0.0 1.87 43.3
Podcasting 76.8 14.6 3.3 3.3 0.7 0.7 0.7 1.37 0.848
Social 781  13.9 0.7 4.6 0.7 1.3 0.7  1.39 0.940
Networks
Professional = 5) ;5 g 20.5 17.2 4.0 0.7 0.7 239 1.241
Communities
Distance 781 11.3 3.3 6.0 0.7 0.0 0.7 1.39 0.865
Education

®Responses were considered invalid if the respondarited more than one answer in

the same row and missing if no choice was selantadarticular row.
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Based on the frequency of responses reporteccim@&gegory, email was
indicated as most frequently used for professioeaéons with 86.1% of respondents
indicating that they used email either daily or nplé times per day (See Table 3).
Mean scores and standard deviations for each aggtefonline community included in
Table 3 further illustrate usage levels and distidn of survey responses.

Over 90% of respondents indicated that they raselyever used online
communication technologies such as virtual confegegnoms, instant messaging, blogs,
podcasting, social networks, and distance educépioprofessional purposes. Fewer
respondents (56.9%) indicated that they rarelyemenused online professional
communities, while 42.4% indicated that they uselthe professional communities at
least monthly (See Table 3).

Survey question 9 was similar to question 8, bkedsespondents to indicate
their frequency of usage of online communicatiarhtelogies for personal rather than
professional reasons. This question also offeeedandents a range of choices from 1-
never to 6-multiple times per day for seven differgypes of online communication
technologies. As with professional use, emailfosg@ersonal reasons had the highest
frequency indicated with 75.4% of respondents iatiing that they used it daily or
multiple times per day (See Table 4).

Virtual conference rooms were least used for pexlsasons with 96.7% of
respondents indicating that they rarely or nevedublem, followed by instant messaging
(79.5%), blogs (84.8%), and podcasting (81.5%) wwhwere rarely or never used by a

large majority of respondents. File sharing andametworks were slightly more
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popular with 31% of respondents using file shagitgs at least monthly and 36.4%

using social networks at least monthly (See Tahle 4

Table 4

Frequency of Personal Usage

6 Invalid

Technology 1 2 3 4 5 Multiple or SD
Type Never Rarely Monthly Weekly Daily times missing

per day responsg

% of responses(= 151)

Email 2.0 5.3 1.3 15.9 37.7 37.7 0.0 495 1.179
Virtual 88.1 86 0.0 0.7 07 0.0 20 114 0.490
Conference
Instant 689 106 46 79 40 33 07 177 1.383
Messaging
Blogs 70.9 13.9 5.3 6.6 2.6 0.7 0.0 1.58 1.098
F|Ie_ 53.0 14.6 13.2 11.9 4.6 1.3 1.3 2.03 1.343
Sharing
Podcasting 65.6 15.9 7.9 7.9 0.0 2.0 0.7 1.66 1.128
Social 51.0 119 66 106 139 5.3 07 240 1.726
Networks

®Responses were considered invalid if the respontarited more than one answer in
the same row and missing if no choice was seldntadarticular row.

During follow-up telephone interviews, the 12 pospfully selected interview
subjects used their own words to report their l@f@nline communication technology
and online community usage. Of those 12 subjéatsported that they were frequent
Internet users. They described their online usax as very comfortable, very
frequent, or used all the time. One said, “I dselhternet a lot.” Others said, ‘I
wouldn’t hesitate to try new things,” “I would bast without it,” “I'm not afraid to jump

in and try stuff,” or “my laptop goes everywherahvne.” One of those who called
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herself a “very frequent user” said that she didis@ the Internet much at school, only at
home.

Three interview subjects reported that they wesrage users. They described
their online usage as fairly comfortable, prettynéortable, or average.
The four remaining interview subjects considerezrtbelves to be low users. Two of
those said that they were somewhat comfortablegubm Internet, one said that she
probably was not as comfortable as other teachetseibuilding, and the last one said

that she only used the Internet as needed andidadiself a fairly low user.

Research Question 2 and Discussion

Are certain demographic characteristics associatt#dthe use of online

communities?
Demographic Data

Survey respondents provided demographic informatggarding age, gender,
highest level of education attained, current teaglissignment, and years of teaching
experience. Respondents also provided informatgarding job satisfaction and point
of Internet access for professional purposes (SgeAdix C).

Survey question 2 pertained to the gender of redgas. Of the 151 study
subjects, 77.5% were female< 117) and 22.5% were male £ 34). Survey question 1
requested the age of respondents within 10-yeagemgs starting with 20-29 and
ending with 60 and over. The largest age groupdiorales and for both genders
combined was 30-39. By a narrow margin, the larggs group for males was 40-49.
The 60+ group was the smallest overall and equddth genders. The other age groups

were similar in size within each gender and ovedf@dle Table 5).

46



Table 5

Age and Gender

Number of Subjects
Age Range Female Male Total
(in years)
20-29 20 7 27
30-39 44 9 53
40-49 26 11 37
50-59 25 5 30
60+ 2 2 4
Total 117 34 151

According to the responses to question 3 of tineest) the highest level of
education attained by 60.9% of respondents waslaehar’s degree while 38.4% had
completed at least one master’s degree. One rdspbdid not complete this assessment
item (0.7%), and some respondents indicated courselmours past their degree level but
no other more advanced degrees (See Appendix C).

Question 4 of the survey was a free response iquneatking subjects to indicate
their current teaching assignment. Elementaryneacteaching grades 1-5 in self-
contained classrooms comprised the largest grotip2£.5% of subjects (See Table 6).
Of those elementary classroom teachers, only twe wele.

Special education teachers practicing at all lev&lementary, middle school,
and high school—were the next highest group witl®%ilof survey respondents (See
Table 6). Only one of the special education teexivas male. Six teachers chose not to

respond to this survey item, ostensibly to maintaionymity as those same teachers also
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did not provide contact information for possibldda-up questions. Other respondents
protected their privacy by providing only a broaddg level assignment (e.g., 6-12 or

high school) without specifying a particular sulbjeatter area.

Table 6

Subject Matter Teaching Assignment

Number of respondents % of respondents

Teaching Assignment (n=151) (n=151)
Pre-K or Kindergarten self-contained 10 6.6
Elementary self-contained (grades 1-5) 34 22.5
Language Arts (middle & high school) 14 9.3
Mathematics (middle & high school) 10 6.6
Social Studies (middle & high school) 7 4.6
Science (middle & high school) 7 4.6
Special Education (all levels) 18 11.9
Physical Education (all levels) 6 4.0
Fine Arts (all levels) 10 6.6
Elective$ (all levels) 15 9.9
Other assignmertts 14 9.6

No response 6 4.0

®Electives include subjects such as computers, bssjrand vocational education
POther assignments include cross-curricular assigisneounselors, nurses, librarians,
and unspecified subjects

Sorting respondents’ teaching assignments by dead¢ rather than subject

matter area still showed that elementary teachmrgpdsed the largest group with 31.1%
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of respondents. High school teachers were thelasgést group with 28.5% of
respondents, followed by middle school teacherk 24t.2% of respondents (See Table

7).

Table 7

Grade Level Teaching Assignment

Number of % of respondents
Grade Level Assignment respondents (n= 551)
(n=151) B
Pre-K or Kindergarten 10 6.6
Elementary grades 1-5 47 31.1
Middle School grades 6-8 32 21.2
High School grades 9-12 43 28.5
Multi-grade (K-12 or 6-12) 4 2.6
Unspecified grade level 9 6.0
No response 6 4.0

Sorting teaching assignments by grade level indwsgeecial education teachers,
fine arts teachers, physical education teachetsebattive teachers in their appropriate
grade level group. However, a few of these teexchad broad grade level assignments
and had to be listed in the multi-grade categor§%®). One music teacher was assigned
to all three buildings in the district. Ten percehrespondents either did not specify a
grade level or did not complete this item (See &abl

In response to survey question 5 regarding yeatsaghing experience, the

largest group of subjects by a small margin waslté&5 year range with 23.8% of
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respondents. The 1-5 year group and the 16-20gyeap had the same number of
subjects with 22.5% each. Overall, 85% of studyjestts had 20 years of teaching
experience or less. The remaining 15% had 21 oe years of experience (See Table

8).

Table 8

Years of Experience

. . Number of respondents % of respondents
Experience (in yrs.)

(n=151) (n=151)
1-5 34 225
6-10 24 15.9
11-15 36 23.8
16-20 34 225
21-25 13 8.6
26-30 5 3.3
31-35 4 2.6
36+ 1 0.7

Question 6 of the survey asked respondents tckabree of four choices
regarding satisfaction with their current teachaisgignment (See Appendix A). All
study subjects completed this item=151), and 13.9% indicated that they were very
unsatisfied, 1.3% were unsatisfied, 35.8% werefadi, and 49% were very satisfied
with their teaching assignment (See Appendix Cganly 85% of study participants

indicated that they were either satisfied or vextysgied with their current assignment.
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For survey question 7, respondents indicated pahinternet access for
professional purposes by checkies or no to four possible choices (See Appendix A).
The last choice on this item was free responseig@sts could indicate any points of
access not listed. Nearly all survey respondé¥8%o indicated that they accessed the
Internet in their school classroom or office, 74.8%d some other location at school
such as a computer lab or media center, and 83c4%ssed the Internet at home for
professional purposes. Nine respondents (6%) mgoalternate locations on the free
response portion of question 7. They indicate@sEpoints such as motels, the local
public library, the local junior college lab, thiegest university, mobile devices, and a

spouse’s business computer (See Appendix C).

Rel ationships among Variables

The Likert-style choices in survey questions 8 @mdeasuring frequency of use
of various forms of online communities are consdediscrete choices rather than
continuous since time values assigned to each ncahehoice are not equidistant in
relation to elapsed time. As a result, chi squaoss-tabulation is the most suitable
statistical method for evaluating comparisons efjfrencies between groups of discrete
data (Isaac & Michael, 1997).

One difficulty in performing chi square cross-tidtion on this particular data set
arose as a result of the restriction that eachrétieal cell frequency should be five or
greater (Isaac & Michael, 1997). The frequenciesnswers for items 8 and 9 of the
survey were not evenly distributed since most redpats in most groups chose similar
answers. This uneven distribution of data resuhetumerous cells containing

frequencies less than five (See Appendix C). Tramensate for the uneven distribution
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of data and to increase cell frequencies to desenazls, some data groups were
combined. However, this technique reduced theegegof freedom and did not always
completely achieve desired theoretical frequeniciesome categories of data.

All inferences regarding statistically significaetationships between different
sets of data were determined using chi square-tabsgation facilitated by SPSS
software. The level of statistical significanceswa= .05 throughout. Any differences in
n values among variables discussed in the folloyiguggraphs are a result of
respondents’ failure or refusal to complete somg of the survey. All statistical tests
were based on the null hypothesis that there waslationship between any particular

demographic characteristic and online community use

Age

Assuming the null hypothesis that age and onloraraunity use were
independent variables, chi square cross-tabulatatmstical tests were performed
between age and the individual items in survey tipres 8 and 9. The two age groups of
50-59 and 60+ were combined for this statisticatpdure due to lower than expected
values in the over 60 group. Two significant rielaships emerged between age and
online community use.

Usinga = .05 as the level of statistical significancelegrees of freedom, amd=
150, the relationship between age and instant rggggar chat for personal reasons was
statistically significant (p = .014). For this ssstabulation table, two columns were used
for frequency of use—never and rarely or more—tmgensate for unequal distribution
of data. Of those respondents aged 20-29, 44.d#taited that they never used instant

messaging or chat, while 55.6% indicated that the®d this online technology at least
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rarely. The percentage of those in the other ageps reporting that they never used
instant messaging was significantly higher. Abfefo of the 30-39 age group, 81.1% of
the 40-49 age group, and 72.7% of the 50 and algergroup reported that they never
used instant messaging or chat.

The relationship between age and use of socialarks for personal purposes
was also statistically significant (p = .000). igfinding was based on a confidence level
of a = .05, 6 degrees of freedom, amd 150. For this statistical test, the categooies
rarely and monthly were combined, and the categafeveekly, daily, and multiple
times per day were combined to compensate for welystribution of data.

The responses of the youngest subjects contribnted to this relationship. Of
those in the 20-29 age group, 66.7% reported ol networks for personal purposes
at least weekly, while only 14.8% of that same groeported that they never used social
networks for personal reasons. In contrast, 5o¥%e 30-39 group and 51.4% of the
40-49 group reported that they never used soctalaris for personal reasons, and
75.8% of those 50 and older reported that theymesed social networks for personal
reasons. Only 9.1% of those 50 and older usea@lsoeiworks for personal reasons

weekly or more.

Gender

Two statistically significant relationships emeideetween gender and online
community use. Assuming the null hypothesis geatder and online community use
were independent variables, chi square cross-taulstatistical tests were performed

between gender and the individual items in surugstions 8 and 9.
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Usinga = .05 as the level of significance, 2 degreeseddom, ana = 148, the
relationship between gender and email use for psiodeal purposes was statistically
significant (p = .008). For this cross tabulattahle, the categories of never, rarely,
monthly, and weekly were combined to compensatéh®uneven distribution of data.

Of the 115 female subjects that responded to tingey item, 68.7% used email for
professional purposes multiple times per day, 23us%4d it daily, and 7.8% used it
weekly or less. On the other hand, only 48.5%hef33 male respondents used email for
professional purposes multiple times per day, 24ugéd it daily, and 27.3% used it
weekly or less.

The second significant relationship occurred betwgender and professional
community use (p =.021). This finding was based & .05 as the level of statistical
significance, 2 degrees of freedom, and 150. For this chi square test, the categoriies o
monthly, weekly, daily, and multiple times per dagre combined to compensate for the
uneven distribution of data. Of the 116 femaled tesponded to this item, 25.9% never
used professional communities, 26.7% rarely useohftand 47.4% used them at least
monthly. The 34 male survey respondents reportechrfawer usage. For males, 50%
never used professional communities, 23.5% rarsdyl them, and 26.5% used them at

least monthly.

Teaching Assignment

One statistically significant relationship emerdtween teaching assignment
sorted by subject matter area (See Appendix Cpatide community use. Using the
null hypothesis that respondents’ teaching assigwsrend online community use were

independent variables, chi square cross-tabul&tists were performed using= .05 as
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the level of statistical significance, 11 degreegeedom, anch = 148. The relationship
between subject matter assignment and email uggdéessional reasons was
statistically significant (p = .008).

The group that contributed most to this relatiopshas elementary cross-
categorical teachers assigned to grades 1-5. Walddubjects in this group (94.1%)
reported using email for professional reasons ipleltimes per day. Two other groups
contributed largely to this statistically signifidarelationship in the opposite direction.
Only 30% of math teachers and 33.3% of physicatation teachers reported that they
used email for professional reasons multiple tipesday.

The same test was run to discover any relatiosdigpween online community
use and teaching assignment sorted by grade lssgjrament (See Appendix C) rather

than subject matter area. No statistically sigatfit relationships were determined.

Level of Education
Chi square cross-tabulation revealed no statistiseynificant relationships

between online community use and study subjectgidst level of education attained.

Years of Experience

Four statistically significant relationships emeddetween years of teaching
experience and online community use. Based onuhléypothesis that years of
teaching experience and online community use wetegendent variables, chi square
cross-categorical analyses were conducted using5 as the level of significance.

Years of teaching experience were statisticallgtesl to podcasting for professional
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reasons, podcasting for personal reasons, useial setworks for professional reasons,
and use of social networks for personal reasons.

For the chi square statistical tests between y&aggperience and online
community use, the groups for years of experieneeeweduced from eight to four by
combining the top five groups. This resulted ia tbllowing groups: 1-5 years, 6-10
years, 11-15 years, and 16+ years. This was dapaehtieve desired theoretical cell
frequencies in the cross-tabulation tables.

For chi square tests between years of experiemt@adcasting for both
professional and personal reasons, frequency olvasecombined to form two
categories: never and rarely or more. Again, s done to achieve desired theoretical
cell frequencies in those categories. Using.05 as the level of significance with 3
degrees of freedom amd= 150, the relationship between years of teachxpggrience
and use of podcasting for professional reasonsstedistically significant (p = .032).

Respondents in the 6-10 years of experience gronpibuted most to this
relationship. Of those teachers with 6-10 yeamsxplerience, 58.3% reported that they
never used podcasting for professional reasonse vhi7% of this same group reported
that they used podcasting for professional reaablesast rarely. The other three groups
reported much higher percentages of non-use. AB4t of teachers with 16 or more
years or experience and 86% of those with 11-1%syafeexperience reported that they
never used podcasting for professional reasondewhi6% of those with 1-5 years of
experience reported that they never used podcdstinyofessional reasons.

Using the same parameters as those describeddoagiing for professional

reasons, the relationship between years of tea@xpgrience and use of podcasting for
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personal reasons was also statistically signifi¢anrt .046). Those respondents in the
11-15 year group contributed most to this relatigmsvith only 19.4% reporting that

they used podcasting for personal reasons atrady. The other three groups reported
higher usage. Fifty percent of the 6-10 year grddpl% of the 1-5 year group, and
30.4% of the 16+ group reported using podcastingéosonal reasons at least rarely.

The third statistically significant relationshiptiveen years of experience and
online community use was in relation to social retsg used for professional reasons (p
=.002). This finding was based e .05 with 3 degrees of freedom amet 150. The
categories for this cross tabulation table wereldaed in the same way as those
described for podcasting. The group with 6-10 yedirexperience contributed most to
this significant relationship. Of that group, 5@¥respondents reported that they never
used social networks for professional reasons,enthi other 50% used social networks
for professional reasons at least rarely. Muctdapercentages of the other groups
reported that they never used social networks rfofegsional reasons. About 79% of
those with 1-5 years of experience, 86.1% of thvaigie 11-15 years, and 85.7% of those
with 16 or more years reported that they never gsethl networks for professional
reasons.

Use of social networks for personal reasons wasstiistically related to
respondents’ years of teaching experience (p =).00his finding was based an= .05
with 6 degrees of freedom and= 150. For this cross tabulation table, frequency
categories were combined to form three groups:enearely or monthly, and at least
weekly. The same four groups were used for yeaexpérience as above: 1-5, 6-10, 11-

15, and 16 or more.
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Only 23.5% of those respondents with 1-5 yearxpégence reported that they
never used social networks for personal reasonige WB.9% of that same group used
them at least weekly. Those with 6-10 years okeepce were the next heaviest users
with 45.8% reporting that they used social netwdodkgpersonal reasons at least weekly.
The other two groups were much lighter users witly @3.9% of the 11-15 year group
and 19.6% of the 16 and over group reporting they tised social networks for personal
reasons at least weekly. Three-fourths of the3 ¥ehr group and 58.9% of the 16 and

over group reported that they never used socialarés for personal reasons.

Job Satisfaction

Only one statistically significant relationship swdetermined between reported
level of job satisfaction and use of online comntiesifor personal or professional
reasons. Using = .05 with 4 degrees of freedom amd 150, chi square cross-
tabulation results showed that job satisfaction vetated to reported use of social
networks for professional reasons (p = .008).

The group that contributed most to this relatiopshkas those respondents that
reported that they were either very unsatisfiedraatisfied with their current teaching
assignments. Of those respondents in that grau@%2reported that they used social
networks for professional reasons at least montAlyittle more than half (54.5%) of
this same group reported that they never usedIsoati@orks for professional reasons.

On the other hand, almost 89% of those that cormsidtnemselves satisfied with
their current assignment and 78.4% of those tha¢ wery satisfied with their

assignments reported that they never used sodiabries for professional reasons. Only
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3.7% of the satisfied group and 5.4% of the vetisBad group used social networks for

professional reasons at least monthly.

Points of Internet Access
No statistically significant relationships werdaetenined between online

community use and study subjects’ points of Inteateess for professional purposes.

Research Question 3 and Discussion

For what purposes do rural teachers use online comti@s?

For question 10 on the survey, respondents werdaskcheck ges or no box
next to a variety of possible reasons for usingn@entommunities for professional
reasons. Respondents were also given a blanldtaradother uses of online
communities for professional reasons (See AppeAlliXTable 9 lists percentages of
respondents that selected tfes option for each of the listed possibilities.

The most popular use of online communities for @gefonal reasons was finding
curriculum materials (88.1%). This choice wasdwaléd in popularity by keeping current
in the profession (79.5%) and sharing materialsideds (66.9%). Participating in
professional development (59.6%) and connectinf atiher education professional
(58.3%) were next in popularity (See Table 9).

The least popular choices were seeking emotiormdati (11.9%), connecting
with students (13.9%), and mentoring relationskii@5%). Three respondents (2.0%)
filled in other uses. One listed connecting witldents’ parents, another listed keeping
up with changes in school policy and state law, amather listed enhancing writing

instruction with the ePals website (See Table 9).
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Table 9

Professional Reasons for Using Online Communities

% of yes
Reason responses

(n=151)
Finding curriculum materials 88.1
Keeping current in profession 79.5
Seeking information to enhance professional practic 72.2
Sharing materials and ideas 66.9
Participating in professional development 59.6
Connecting with other education professionals 58.3
Mentoring or being mentored 18.5
Connecting with students 13.9
Seeking emotional support 11.9
Otheft 2.0

%onnecting with parents; keeping up with changeschool policy and state law; and

enhancing writing instruction with ePals site

Interview subjects elaborated further on reasonghiir online community usage

and what needs that use fulfilled. Interview rem®s in this area pertained to finding

curriculum support materials online, communicatvith friends and colleagues, and

entertainment. Six of the 12 interview subjecsoréed that they used various online

communities to search for curriculum support matsri They mentioned specific needs

such as finding new ideas for reading groups, figdiideos for classes they taught, and
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finding online sites that their students would heiested in. One said, “You can find
exactly what you need on the Internet.”

Half the 12 interview subjects said that they uselihe communities to
communicate with others. The online community noem@d most often for this purpose
was Facebook. They described the experience pgmbehem keep in touch with
friends, various named family members, and presedtformer colleagues. One candid
respondent said that using Facebook fed her nasir@se subject said that she used
email to communicate with her students’ parents.

Two respondents stated that in the recent pastithdyompleted university
coursework via the Internet. One teacher complakiednative certification requirements
through online communities, and another had coraglatmaster’s degree online. The
second teacher related the experience of not ngegtenclassmates in his cohort until the
graduation ceremony.

Three interview subjects mentioned unique persmadons for participating in
different online communities. One teacher said tisang her personal blog was like a
journal and helped her get thoughts out of her heabther teacher said that she had
recently started using eBay just for fun and tihat mostly used it at home during the
summer. A Facebook user said that she participatdee Farm Town game just for fun
and enjoyed watching her virtual farm grow. A végquent online user said that he

enjoyed online technology, and it just made thimgge exciting for him.

Research Question 4 and Discussion
What types of online communities do rural teachsesto meet their personal and

professional needs?
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According to survey results on questions 8 ande2 (§ppendix C), the most
commonly used form of online communication techggléor either professional or
personal reasons is email. The majority of respatsl(62.9%) reported that they used
email multiple times per day for professional rees@nd 37.7% of respondents reported
using email multiple times per day for personaboges. No other online communication
technology was used nearly this often.

Professional community use was next in popularith w8.7% of respondents
using them at least rarely. Of those that respond¢his item, 31.3% indicated that they
never used professional communities, while 26%yarged them, and 20.7% used them
at least monthly. The other 22% of respondent#ateld that they used online
professional communities at least weekly.

The next most popular online communication techgylas social networking
for personal use. While 21.3% of respondents teddhat they used social networks for
professional reasons, nearly half (48.7%) of redpats reported that they used social
networks for personal reasons.

File sharing for both professional and personat@aa was indicated next most
often. Of survey respondents, 42.4% reported udmgharing for professional reasons,
and 46.3% reported using file sharing for persoeasons.

Podcasting was used more for personal reasongtbéassional. Of survey
respondents, 34% reported using podcasting foopalseasons, while 22.7% used it for
professional reasons. One interview subject sti#i&iche used podcasting in a

professional capacity to download music examplesi®music theory class. However,
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he usually did this at home so he could own tlesfilimself, and the school’s blocking
software often frustrated his efforts at work.

While some survey respondents indicated that tlseg the other online
communities and communication technologies listethe survey, 70% to 80% stated
that they never used instant messaging for eitredegsional or personal reasons,
blogging for either professional or personal reasgodcasting for professional reasons,
social networking for professional reasons, oratise education technologies. The other
20% to 30% of respondents used these same techembtgeast rarely.

One survey respondent wrote in ePals as an ondimenzinity that she used in a
professional capacity with her students. She tisedsite as a way to help her students
enhance their writing skills. A complete listinfrespondents’ frequency of use of the
various online communication technologies can lmdoin Appendix C, and more
detailed explanations were included in the sedfisnussing research question 1.

The 12 interview subjects expanded on the suneystby listing specific online
communities that they used for both personal antepsional reasons. In agreement
with survey responses, they mentioned email mashafith 8 of 12 subjects specifically
saying that they used email for both personal antepsional purposes. One respondent
mentioned Yahoo mail by name. Social networks weeationed next most often with
half of interview subjects saying that they oftesed Facebook, and two of those also
stated that they used MySpace occasionally.

While all interview subjects said that they useel liiternet to search for
information, only half specifically mentioned Goegis their search engine of choice.

Three teachers said that they used YouTube to dmantideos for classroom
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instruction, and two teachers used United Streartaragpwnload videos for curricular
purposes. Two teachers mentioned using iTuneddanloading music for both
instructional and personal purposes. Two teaalmsed the QUIA online community for
creating and sharing instructional games and rewigtivities.

One teacher mentioned that she used a personahbtbyiki spaces, another
confessed an eBay addiction, and still anothertbatishe often used the chat room
feature of MySpace. Two teachers had used a distaglucation site to complete
university coursework, and one said that she usater.

All the other sites mentioned by the 12 interviawjscts were specific sites that
they used for communicating with parents, findimgriculum support materials, or
purchasing instructional materials. Some of tbessmentioned—Reading A to Z,
Edline, United Streaming, AIMSweb, Enchanted Leagnand Smart Music--were
subscriber-only sites with fees paid by the scha@ather online communities used by
individual interview subjects were scholastic.cdteadingLady.com, pbs.org,
webs.com, teachers.net, teachnet.com, NCTM.orgekp@iHcom, and musictheory.net.
Some mentioned general online uses such as middi®klanguage arts sites, art
teaching sites, music distributors that sell dowadkble PDF files, Yahoo groups for

teachers, and media streaming sites.

Research Question 5 and Discussion

What are some perceived hindrances or enablenslitteccommunity usage by

rural teachers?
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Survey question 11 asked respondents to seledabpmbhimdrances to using
online communities for professional reasons. Redpnts were also provided with a
blank to indicate any other possible hindranceg (®gpendix A). Table 10 lists the

percentage of respondents that chose each ofthd lieasons.

Table 10

Hindrances to Using Online Communities

% of respondents
Reason

(n=151)
Lack of time 80.1
Professional needs fulfilled other ways 50.3
Unavailable or unreliable Internet connection 47.7
Unaware of online professional communities 44.4
Concerns about protecting privacy online 43.7
Unavailable or unreliable computer 35.1
Inexperience or discomfort with computer technology 34.4
Membership fees prohibitive 34.4
Tech support not available in timely manner 26.5
Existing online communities do not fill my needs a2
Otheft 2.0

%other teachers not comfortable with technologypstfilter blocks many communities
Lack of time was chosen most often as a hindrameising online communities
for professional purposes. One respondent plam@dcheckmarks in thges box for this

option. About half of respondents indicated thatytfulfilled their professional needs
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other ways. A little less than half of respondemése concerned about protecting their
privacy online, indicated lack of awareness of malprofessional communities, or felt
hindered by unavailable or unreliable Internet amtions. About one-third of
respondents found inexperience or discomfort watmguter technology, prohibitive
membership fees, or unavailable or unreliable cdaerpuo be hindrances to their
professional use of online communities (See Tab)e 1

Only 12.6% of respondents felt that existing onltoenmunities did not fill their
needs, while 26.5% indicated that tech supportweasvailable in a timely manner (See
Table 10). One survey respondent added that tfaarulrarity of other teachers with
existing technology was a hindrance, and two suresgondents wrote in school
filtering software as a problem.

The 12 purposefully selected interview subjectb@lated on perceived enablers
or hindrances to online community usage. In agesgwith survey results, interview
subjects mentioned lack of time most often as draimce to their online community use.
Three-fourths of the interview subjects mentiongeetconstraints as hindering their
usage of online communities and technology in ganédne teacher said that time was
definitely a factor and that using online commuastiook too much time to learn. Still
another said that more time would be nice andghatwould use the time to play around
and learn on her own. Two subjects expressed cot®ut taking time away from their
families to spend time online.

Another frustration mentioned by half of the intew subjects was the restrictive
blocking software implemented by their districtnéXeacher was frustrated by the

blocked videos and some blocked communication siiel as chat rooms, another
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wondered why certain sites were blocked when thesewothing bad, and still another
would like to have used blocked bulletin boardssfte teaching and learning purposes.
One teacher related a specific situation in whielnvias pressed for time, but had to use
an inefficient dial-up connection at a relativetane to find biographical information to
include in a concert program since the composeatiseesite was blocked by the school
as pornography. He said that he now does mossaébkearch about composers at home.
These same teachers were aware that they coutmbpetlie district technology director
for access to blocked sites, but that it took twayland was not worth the effort.

Individual interview subjects mentioned a varietyther reasons for not using
online communities more. One said that she jubt'treally feel the need and said that
she would rather just call people that she knowterphone when she wanted to
communicate. She felt comfortable enough with nebébgy, but just didn’t want to
waste the time. After being shown how to use Fagklby a relative, she called it crazy
and nuts, and said that she didn’t want to meds iwvitRegarding technology in general,
she said, “l really don’t need it.”

Another mentioned the frustration of not having due classroom and said,
“This really does slow me down.” He called histmadar department office his world
and said that he spends quite a bit of his prep tioing to the next room and getting set
up. Still another mentioned her personal nee@h@-on-one training when learning new
technologies. She said that she was not thatezkby§y new technology and would
probably only use what school administration reeglir

A physical education teacher mentioned the incolevee of having no computer

in the gym. Two teachers said that scheduling ederdabs at school was frustrating
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due to tight scheduling, so they did not use thath their students as much as they
wanted to. Two teachers said that they must gbeéa@omputer lab first and make sure
everything is working before they get in there vkittls, and that takes so much time it’s
often easier to skip the experience. One of themehers mentioned the busyness of the
technology teacher and said that they didn’t waridther this person more than she had
to. One teacher with teenage children said thacskildn’t do much on the family
computer at home either personally or professigricause her kids monopolized it.

Half of the interview subjects mentioned the nemdhiore training and felt that
this would help them use online communities md#ewever, the art teacher said that
most school-sponsored training didn’t apply to idsject matter needs and was largely a
waste of time. Another teacher said that she had been required to attend training for
a particular technology that wasn't available to. he

Three interview subjects said that they didn’t wamy more training. One savvy
computer user said that most of the district'sniray was designed for a grandma.
Another said that he didn’t feel the need for moaeing, just give him the resource and
let him go. Another said that she was rarely @mgled at training workshops and most
of the time ended up training others on her teacteam.

Along with training needs, half of the interviewbgects said that they would
appreciate having a technology mentor. One teasdidrthat she needs a patient person
to walk her through the steps and one who wouldibmg to go back if she needs it. In
her words, “The technology teacher goes too fa8nbther said that a technology
mentor would help and maybe they could work togetheeing free time. Two teachers

said that a technology mentor would probably h&me tech savvy teacher said that she
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could always learn something from a mentor, andrarroficient user said that she
wouldn’t turn down a mentor.

Four interview subjects rejected the idea of anetdgy mentor. One teacher
said that he would rather work independently. Aeotaid that he was not big on
somebody sitting beside him, and he just wantexkdore on his own. The third teacher
said that she didn’t need a technology mentor taedourth said that he only requested
technology for his department that he already khew to use.

When asked to give suggestions for improvemerttéo administrators, the
responses were as varied as the respondents.e€metogy proficient teacher wanted
her school to provide wireless access in the whuoikling so her laptop would work
other places besides her classroom. One resposdieithat she would definitely
appreciate the school paying membership fees faicgble online communities, and
two respondents said that they were willing to fieeyfees themselves if a site was
something they really wanted to use but would apate the school paying the fees.

Five teachers wanted release time for trainingkpiaging on their own. One
teacher said that she would like some releasetbse the computer more because she
didn’t want to be a pest to the very busy technplegcher. However, another teacher
said that release time was a two-edged sword simedelt that sub time was wasted
time. Those teachers that were frustrated wittbtbeking software mentioned
loosening the controls a bit as a way to facilitate online community usage.

Although the hindrances to online technology usetioaed by interview
subjects were more numerous than the list of erglieany did have positive comments

about the availability of technology at their sclsoand the level of support by their
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administrators. Seven of the 12 interview subjseatd that their school culture was
technology friendly. They used phrases such dsfteendly, welcoming district culture,
and my school embraces technology. One teachdraven further by commenting that
the school where she teaches was light years aliesmine places.

Several technology friendly administrators werecepmlly mentioned by name.
Six respondents said that their administrators werg supportive. One teacher said that
her principal was great, and another said thatewa of technology in her school was
impressive and attributed this to a high levelarmaistrative support. One tech savvy
teacher laughingly called her principal a gadgetkge

Three teachers were generally positive about ga#ool’'s technology culture,
but their comments were less enthusiastic tharetabsve. One called her school’s
technology culture fine, another said that it wattdy than her previous school, and a
third said that administrative support was pretipd)

Two other enablers were mentioned by responderga@suraging their online
community use. One said that he appreciated thatchool paid the fees for a number
of educational and professional online communibeschool use, and another

mentioned the high level of training that the sdhprovided.

Research Question 6 and Discussion
How do rural teachers utilize online communitiesrfentoring support during
their first years of teaching?
In response to question 11 of the survey reggrpinfessional uses of online
communities, 18.5% of the 151 respondents repdhi@icthey participated in some form

of online mentoring relationship. Interview sultfewere asked more in-depth questions
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related to their mentoring experiences during tfiest few years of teaching, including
online mentoring experiences.

Interview responses were stated in various waytsmmst of the 12 interview
subjects reported that they relied more upon infdmalationships that evolved as a
result of proximity of a caring colleague ratheairttupon formal mentoring relationships
arranged by school administrators. Most did notigipate in any type of online
mentoring arrangement because the Internet wasidety available when they started
teaching. Of those who used online mentoring,alekationships were also informal
ones with former instructors and classmates caowed from undergraduate days.

When asked about formal mentoring arrangementsonge for their needs as
newly assigned teachers, 7 of 12 interview subjgetied that they had no mentor
assigned to them when they started new teachingnasents. Instead, they developed
informal relationships with colleagues to fill theieeds as new teachers. Even some of
those who were assigned formal mentors reportddhbsg relied more on informal
mentoring relationships. In all, 9 of 12 interviewbjects reported participation in
informal mentoring relationships. These were Iprgpased on proximityr(= 8) and
common teaching assignmentx 7). One subject said that she continued aioelstip
that had existed previously as this colleague teshher teacher when she was in high
school. She commented about this person, “Shiy teak me under her wing.”

Three respondents described mentoring relationshgisieveloped with teachers
that shared a classroom with them. One said, ‘&tetb talk to me since | used his

room.” One subject reported that her informal mexntvith whom she shared a room
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were very effective, another called her informahtoe nice, and still another said that
her informal mentor was really great.

Half the respondents said they asked others fqr éethey needed it, but one said
that he was so inexperienced when he first staet@ching that he didn’t even know what
to ask his mentor. He felt that she couldn’t relkive known how to help him since he
didn’t know when to ask for help. When asked iffélé comfortable going to the
principal for help, he replied, “Heavens, no.” Alner respondent said that during her
first year she only went to the principal for buesa questions.

Half of the interview subjects reported that thegrevassigned mentors by school
administrators when they started new teaching assgts. For some this was a second
teaching assignment. Three of these mentors vesigreed based on proximity, two
were based on common teaching assignment, and asa professional mentor hired by
the district. The study subject who had the pitesal mentor said that he only saw this
person twice all year.

One person mentioned an informal online mentoralgtionship that he
continued with a former university professor viaagim Another mentioned a formal
mentoring arrangement conducted largely by emadh wicurrent university professor.
She had to participate in a formal mentoring areanent to fulfill requirements of an
alternative certification program.

When asked to elaborate on their perceptions regatde effectiveness of any
mentoring program in which they participated, resjents’ answers were varied. Some
thought their mentoring experiences were positivellowing are a sample of positive

guotes from interview subjects regarding their ragng relationships:
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“It helped out a great deal.”

“The teachers in my department were nice.”

“I could talk with her when | had questions.”

“My first supervisor supported me and did a greét’j
“I definitely loved having (named mentor) around.”

Other interview subjects supplied comments to trdrary. A sampling of

negative comments regarding mentoring experieraiBsims:
“My mentor was a giant joke. We only met once.”
“The formal program was paper only, just busy kvor
“The group meetings were a waste of time.”
“The mentoring program was dumb, dumb, dumb.”
“My assigned mentor was set in her ways and judtrtee how she did
things.”

Two subjects mentioned that they felt that they been overlooked for
mentoring support when they were first assignethéa current positions because they
had previous teaching experience in another dist@ne felt that she had been
overlooked for mentoring because she had workeavhgrinto her current teaching
position by starting out in the building as a teschssistant.

Only one interview subject commented that she diahd the lack of effective
mentoring in her early years of teaching nor did sdally feel the need for it. She never
went to her assigned mentor for help, but askedrstfor help as she needed it. She

described herself as an independent person and tidhthat she was “left hanging.”
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When asked for suggestions to improve mentoringe&pces, all but one
interview subject said that the school should difiy provide mentoring for new
teachers. Four subjects emphasized the need tochimg the new teacher with a mentor
in the same subject matter area. One teachetlsgtionline mentoring would be a great
way to help new teachers, and another said thansloe sure that she was friendly and
helpful to any new teachers in the building. Ounggested that group meetings were not

necessary and that one-on-one meetings would be Inedpful.

Summary

Study results were presented and discussed ichibjster. A total of 151 public
school teachers completed and returned the susay to collect quantitative data.
These data were analyzed using descriptive anceimtial statistical techniques. Twelve
purposefully selected survey respondents partiegat follow-up telephone interviews.
Their responses to 10 open-ended questions welgzadaas qualitative data to support
guantitative findings.

Using chi square cross-tabulation, ten statigjicagnificant relationships
between specific demographic groups and online canitynuse emerged. Age was
statistically related to instant messaging usgé&sonal reasons and social network use
for personal reasons with the 20-29 group contiiigutnost to these relationships.
Gender was statistically related to email use fofgssional reasons and professional
community use with females emerging as the mogugat users.

Teaching assignment was statistically related tailense for professional
purposes with elementary teachers the most frequesms and mathematics and physical

education teachers the least frequent users. alisifiestion was statistically related to use
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of social networks for professional reasons withitiore dissatisfied teachers reporting
the highest usage.

Years of teaching experience was found to bessitzlly related to four different
online community uses: podcasting for professiasal, podcasting for personal use,
social networking for professional use, and saoélvorking for personal use. For the
two professional use categories, the 6-10 yearpgreported the highest usage levels.
For the two personal use categories, the 1-5 yeapgeported the highest usage levels.

Reasons related to finding and sharing curricubaterials and enhancing
professional practice were the most frequentlycteteprofessional uses of online
communities by survey respondents. Interview rasps supported these findings.

By a large margin, lack of time was selected noftetn as a hindrance to online
community use by survey respondents. Interviewesiti responses supported this
finding. Other hindrances were chosen on the suanel discussed in interviews, but

none were as important to respondents as the ssue.
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CHAPTER 5

DISCUSSION, CONCLUSIONS, AND RECOMMENDATIONS

Introduction

The purpose of this study was to analyze ruraheausage of online
communities. A written survey was used to coltinographic data about study
participants and information regarding their repdrpatterns of online community usage.
Selected survey respondents were interviewed bpheine for further elaboration about
their online community usage. The quantitativeadgthered from the survey and the
gualitative data gathered from the interviews waaralyzed for patterns of usage and
relationships among variables.

Based on the findings of this study, further resleaould be conducted regarding
the establishment of self-sustaining online commniesidesigned to support the needs of
rural teachers. Through this study, the researcbpes to contribute to the knowledge
base and literature in the emerging field of depiglg and sustaining online communities
that support the unique needs of educators. Aitiaddl hope is that rural school
administrators can use this information to help iniiee needs of their teachers more
effectively.

The information gathered from the survey and folgpvinterviews was used to
answer the following research questions:

1. How often do rural P-12 teachers use online comtiegrfor personal and

professional reasons?

2. Are certain demographic characteristics associatt#dthe use of online

communities?
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3. For what purposes do rural teachers use online aonties?

4. What types of online communities do rural teaclhsesto meet their personal
and professional needs?

5. What are some perceived hindrances or enablerdit,eccommunity usage
by rural teachers?

6. How do rural teachers utilize online communitiesrfeentoring support

during their first years of teaching?

Discussion of Research Question 1 Findings

How often do rural P-12 teachers use online comtiasnior personal and

professional reasons?

Of the various online communication technologied anline community choices
listed on the survey, email was indicated as mesjuently used for both professional
and personal reasons. About 86% of survey respisdeported using email at least
daily for professional reasons, and about 75% tedarsing email at least daily for
personal reasons. Overall, 99% of respondentsersed for professional reasons, and
98% used email for personal reasons at least rafidigse figures indicate that this
particular group of rural public school teachersauthe Internet for at least basic online
communication. This high level of email usagegfessional reasons makes sense in
light of the fact that most communication in theaals included in this study takes place
via email as paper memos have been largely eliedhathe high level of email use for
personal reasons seems to be connected. Onlyfdine B2 interview subjects said that

she did not have Internet access at home.
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No other type of online community or communicatieohnology was close to
email in frequency of use. Online professional oamities were used next most
frequently with about 40% of survey respondentsripg that they used such
communities at least monthly. This figure was sufgx by the purposes of use reported
in response to survey question 10 (See AppendixXTAe majority of respondents
reported using online communities for finding cautum materials (88%), keeping
current in their profession (79.5%), sharing malerand ideas (67%), and enhancing
their professional practice (72%). These typeaativities could be facilitated by
accessing any one of numerous online professi@mmhwnities designed to meet the
particular needs of educators.

These findings also correspond with some aspeatslofe community usage
discussed in the professional literature. Theetltinemes of online community usage
discussed in chapter 2 were mentoring relationsi@asher professional development
and continuing education, and professional collation and self-sustaining online
communities. Searching for curriculum materiald aharing materials and ideas is a
form of professional collaboration. Keeping cutrenthe profession and enhancing
professional practice by accessing online commesdre aspects of professional
development.

The use of social networks for personal reasonsngasmost frequently used
with about 49% of respondents reporting that thesduthem at least rarely. Thirty
percent of respondents reported that they usedlsostworks for personal reasons at
least weekly. Only 7% reported that level of ustgerofessional reasons. | think that

these particular research subjects do not usel smtiaorks for professional reasons very
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much because they are blocked by filtering softvedirgchool. If these particular study
subjects wanted to access social networks for gsajeal reasons, they would have to do
so at home.

Another impression the researcher received fromesioterview subjects was that
they felt that using social networks was not reallyrofessional pursuit. However, the
potential for setting up groups with professionatgoses on a site such as Facebook is
certainly present. Such a virtual meeting placeldde easy to set up and easy to
access. Social groups with similar interests doadh the time. However, as discussed in
chapter 2, the professional literature did not supa positive outcome for self-
sustaining online communities without some typeahmitment to monitor, prompt,
and support the online group.

Interview subjects discussed their level of ontioenmunity usage in more
general terms. They described themselves by wsinds such as very frequent user,
average user, or low user. Since the intervievestbwere purposefully selected to be
an even mix of different levels of users, drawingadusions from their responses about
the entire group’s level of use would not be appetp. Survey respondents who
reported the lowest levels of online community ageld not be interviewed for further
comment since none of them provided contact inféiona Their omission from the
interview pool is regrettable as their opinionsiddae enlightening to administrators who
are trying to more fully engage their teacherssimg technology.

Some interview subjects reported that they didumaterstand the survey
guestions that well and therefore may have undeorted their online community use on

the survey. For example, one interview subjectexddisting several ways that she used
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online communities for professional purposes whenlsad indicated on the survey that
she only used email. However, the interview sulijeat reported the lowest use of the

12 selected interview subjects also indicated \@myuse on the survey.

Discussion of Research Question 2 Findings

Are certain demographic characteristics associatédthe use of online
communities?

In this study, female subjects outhumbered mabgests by about 3.5 to 1. This
was to be expected as female teachers greatly mbimumale teachers nationwide.
According to the National Center for Educationatistics, 74.5% of public school
teachers were female in 1999 to 2000 (Zumwalt &g;r2005). In this study, 77.5% of
respondents were female and 22.5% were male. SAllsiibjects responded to this
survey item. The lone male teacher at one of lgr@entary schools in this study said
that he might as well supply his name for contafdrmation because it was impossible
for him to remain anonymous.

Only two statistically significant relationships erged in regards to gender. The
relationship between gender and email use for psideal purposes was statistically
significant with females contributing most to tledationship. One possible reason for
this could be the much larger number of female elgary teachers in a building where
administrators are known to send out numerous afiraittives daily.

The statistically significant relationship betwegander and professional
community use was also a result of females reppeimuch higher level of usage than

males. The reason for this would be an interegbtigw-up study topic.
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Age groups were not evenly distributed for thisugr of study subjects. The
group aged 30-39 was the largest with about 35%sdondents. The next largest group
was those aged 40-49 with 24.5% of respondentsyietl by those aged 50 and older
with 22.5% of respondents. The youngest group 20e29, with about 18% of
respondents, contributed most to the two statitisggnificant relationships that
occurred in relation to age.

The youngest subjects contributed most to thesstatlly significant
relationships between age and use of social nesxforkpersonal reasons and between
age and instant messaging for personal reasonsseTimdings make sense when one
compares the advent of widespread online commuaitand the age of most of the
respondents. Those aged 20-29 are mostly digitales, and technology usage has been
ubiquitous to the culture all of their lives. Qretother hand, the older respondents in
this study are digital immigrants that have hatesn how to utilize online
communication technologies as adults, and thehmelogy use is not as innate as their
younger counterparts (Prensky, 2001).

During follow-up interviews, several subjects dfades discussed social
networks as an invaluable tool for keeping in touath friends, family, and colleagues.
One very frequent online community user said thaiiaint messaging as a separate
activity is on the way out, and she rarely usexhit more. However, this form of
synchronous online communication is now incorpatae a feature in many virtual
communities such as Gmail and Facebook.

Years of experience was statistically relatecbta tifferent variables:

podcasting and social network use for professiogadons and podcasting and social
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network use for personal reasons. Those teacht#rshe least experience (1-5 years)
reported higher than expected use of podcastingacidl networks for personal reasons,
while those with 6-10 years of experience repohigtier than expected use of
podcasting and social networks for professionadeaa. The relationship involving

those with the least experience makes sense basbeé ¢act that most teachers in this
group are also the youngest and the most usedrig asline technologies as discussed
previously.

Only one statistically significant relationshipcocred in relation to teaching
assignment. Elementary cross-categorical teaethens the most frequent users of email
for professional use, and mathematics and physaatation teachers were the least
frequent users. Again, the positive relationstepeen elementary teachers and email
use could be the result of the larger number afftees in this group and the propensity
of their administrators to send large numbers oditsn The negative relationship
between email use and physical education teachigtd ve explained by their classroom
settings. They are often in gymnasiums or outdaasy from easy computer access and
could find checking email an inconvenience. Thgatiwe relationship between math
teachers and email usage was an intriguing findhgpes explained by those particular
teachers’ personal preferences.

Reported job satisfaction was statistically reldteonly one variable. Those who
reported that they were very unsatisfied or unBatisvith their current teaching
assignment reported higher levels of social netwisidge for professional reasons than

their more satisfied colleagues. Perhaps thostéesa who consider themselves more
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unsatisfied turn to social networks for professi@upport to help ease their feelings of

dissatisfaction.

Discussion of Research Question 3 Findings

For what purposes do rural teachers use onlingragriies?

In response to question 10 of the survey (See Agiged) regarding professional
uses of online communities, respondents reportakiiey utilized such communities
most often for finding curriculum materials. Nga8l9% of respondents reported that
they used online communities for this purposeeriiew subjects supported this finding
by naming numerous online communities that theys®ed to find curriculum materials.

Another popular use of online communities choseslyey respondents was
sharing materials and ideas. Almost 67% of respotaiselected this choice on question
10 of the survey. This choice corresponds withttieene of professional collaboration
found in the professional literature.

One of the major themes in the professional liteeatvas the use of online
communities for teacher professional developmedtcamtinuing education. This theme
was supported by survey respondents. About 72%rtexgbthat they used online
communities for seeking information to enhance gssional practice, and 79.5%
reported using online communities for keeping autrie the profession. Almost 60%
reported using online communities specifically poofessional development.
Additionally, two interview respondents describedvthey had completed university
coursework online. One completed alternative fieation requirements and the other

completed a master’s degree online.
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The use of online communities can also be a forprofiessional collaboration as
discussed in the professional literature citedhiapter 2. However, fewer respondents
chose responses related to professional collabar#ian the purposes previously
discussed. In response to question 10 of the guab®ut 67% of respondents reported
using online communities for sharing materials mleés. About 58% of respondents
said that they used online communities to connéitt @ther education professionals,
while only 14% reported using online communitiestdomnect with their students.

Mentoring was widely discussed in the professiditetature, but this study’s
findings did not support widespread use of onliommunities to facilitate mentoring for
this particular group of teachers. Only 19% opresdents reported using online
communities for mentoring purposes. The 12 ineanwsubjects supported this finding
with only two of them describing any type of onlimentoring relationship. Most
interview subjects started teaching before Intecoenectivity was widely available in
their school districts and did not have the opputjuto use online communities for
mentoring support.

The discrepancy between the online mentoring dasdrin the professional
literature and the findings of this study in thatre area illustrate the difference between
university practice and public school practiceha area of online community use. The
online mentoring communities described in chaptereBe mostly initiated by college
professors for supporting education students aslibgan work in their own classrooms.
No such efforts have been undertaken in the psbhools involved in this study. In
these schools, mentoring is implemented in a realdrenvironment rather than a virtual

one.
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Discussion of Research Question 4 Findings

What types of online communities do rural teachsesto meet their personal and

professional needs?

Survey results showed that study subjects usedietyaf online communities
with email use the most popular for either professal or personal reasons. Responses to
guestions 8 and 9 of the survey regarding frequencge for a variety of online
communities and communication technologies showatdll were utilized by some
respondents at least rarely. No choice was coelglggnored by all respondents. The
choices included use of email, instant messagileggng, file sharing, podcasting,
social networking, professional communities, arglatice education for professional
reasons; and email, instant messaging, bloggilegsiiaring, podcasting, and social
networking for personal reasons. After email,rib&t most popular choices in terms of
frequency of use were online professional commesiéind social network communities
used for personal reasons.

Interview subjects were more specific in namingipalar online communities
that they used for either professional or persogadons. Very few interview subjects
mentioned the same online community websites fofegsional use, as each seemed to
have his or her favorites based on their teache#sggament. Elementary teachers named
sites like ReadingLady.com and Reading A to Z. iusic teacher listed music sites,
the art teacher listed art sites, the languagdeather mentioned reading and writing
sites, and the special education teacher descsibkesito support special education

efforts.
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The online community mentioned most often by inwsubjects was
Facebook. Its use was largely referred to in tesfigersonal use. This form of
relational collaboration for personal reasons wats@ally discussed in the professional
literature in chapter 2. According to the intewigespondents, using Facebook filled
their need to stay connected to others, espedlallse people who were geographically
distant. The respondents liked keeping in toudh weople, getting re-acquainted with
old friends, and staying close with friends anatiges. Two of the themes mentioned in
the professional literature—mentoring and profasai@ollaboration—could be
facilitated by an online community such as Facebdtk free and user-friendly and
could easily be utilized to set up professionatiehships the same way it's now mostly
used for informal personal relationships. Furtedy in this area could yield some
interesting results.

Interview subjects also described their use of eaysonal blogs, and Twitter
for personal reasons. The big eBay user emphabiedse of this site as personal and
something she did only at home to look for antiqared other items of personal interest.
The lone blogger said that she used her blog fil tukr need to journal about her
feelings. The Twitter user just liked online useany form and felt slightly alone in her

zeal of all things technological.

Discussion of Research Question 5 Findings
What are some perceived hindrances or enablenmslit,eccommunity usage by
rural teachers?
Survey respondents and interview subjects agresdabk of time was the largest

hindrance to using online communities more thair therent levels of usage. Eighty
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percent of survey respondents chose lack of tineetasdrance, while only 50% chose
the next most popular choice of filling professibneeds other ways. Nine of the 12
interview subjects also said that lack of time \wasoblem in utilizing online
communities more. Lack of time as a hindrance sugiported by the literature discussed
in Chapter 2 of this study (Dias, 1999; Earle, 20@@mtaz, 2000).

When | was discussing the time issue with interveelvjects, many started
describing how full their days were. The pre-kctesx said that she barely had time to
check her email because her students requiredasdrettention because of their age and
unique needs. Two teachers who also coached extreular activities and had young
children described the fullness of their lives.tiBof these said that they didn’t want to
take any more time away from their children to gspb#me online. Another teacher
described her prep period as short periods of siplié between other classes and said
that it was hard enough for her to get everythiagedwithout adding online activities to
her plate.

On the survey, the next most popular choice seldayes0% of respondents was
that they met their professional needs other w&@ne interview subjects supported this
finding. Three said that they had existing culdou already designed to implement state
standards and didn’t feel the need to spend tirackang for new ways to do things.
They were on teaching teams that were satisfield thiir current practices and the
material available online did not tempt them.

Thirty-five percent of survey respondents repottext they were frustrated in
their online use by unavailable or unreliable cotepy and 47.7% were inhibited by

unavailable or unreliable Internet connectionsrther clarification about the location of
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the computer or connection problems would be hékhce the question did not specify
point of access—home or school—that caused thastrixtions. All the teachers in this
study had high-speed Internet connectivity avadabltheir school buildings. The lone
interview subject that did not have an Internetramtion at home said that she didn’t
feel the need for it. Another interview subjectsviaustrated with a home connection
because a spouse insisted on keeping a dial-ugectan to maintain a particular email
address for business purposes.

About one-third (34.4%) of survey respondents regabthat inexperience with
technology was a problem for them in their onlioeneunity use. The same number
said that membership fees were prohibitive. Tlieskngs were not supported by
interview responses. The 12 interview subjectdedicribed training efforts provided by
their schools and fee-based sites that their sshaidlingly paid for. However, some of
the interview subjects complained about the indiffeaess of the training. Their
complaints varied based on their level of competendhe area of online community
and technology use. The more proficient teacherg wored by the training; the less
proficient were overwhelmed by the pace of it. 8awen said that they didn’t want any
more training, just time to figure it out on theiwn. The message for administrators is a
difficult one to implement. They must provide mandividualized training for teachers
if they want them to utilize online technologiesmo

About one-fourth of survey respondents chose ld¢keely tech support as a
hindrance to their online use. Again, more infatiorahere would be helpful as the
guestion does not specify where the tech suppstngaded—at home or at school. The

only comments interview subjects made regardinly sepport issues were in reference

88



to the incredible busyness of their technologytieas and support personnel. One
teacher in particular was concerned about beingsaand bothering that particular
technology teacher too much. Lack of timely tegpport, teacher inexperience with
technology, and inadequate training as hindranees all supported by the literature
discussed in Chapter 2 of this study.

Another hindrance selected by 44.4% of survey nedeonts was that they were
unaware of professional communities. This woulégbeénteresting follow-up topic to
see what it would take to increase awareness ésetteachers. Perhaps the time issue is
the big factor here, too. A similar number (43.7¥)ted their online use because of
privacy concerns. This is a tricky issue becaaaelters are well aware that their online
use is monitored by their school district and #rag online activity is also traceable by
unscrupulous people. Only 12.6% of survey respotsdeported that existing online
communities didn’t fill their needs.

Two survey respondents filled in blocking softwasea hindrance to their online
community use. Half the interview subjects samt the restrictive filtering software was
a hindrance to their online usage. The teachatssttpressed the greatest frustration
with the blocking software worked in the same distrThey wanted to be able to search
for information about composers and authors withbeir entire sites being blocked as
pornography. Another teacher wanted to use soreeocommunities that would allow
students to communicate with students at otherdshay countries, but the sites were
blocked as chat rooms. These teachers did knowthoagquest a variance in the policy,
but they expressed annoyance at being penalizedibeof a few past abuses and found

the process time-consuming and inconvenient. @teeview subject suggested allowing
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teachers a password to bypass the software siaadidtuict already kept track of which
sites they accessed.

The survey did not ask respondents about facifgatmonline community use,
but this topic was discussed with interview sulgeceven of the 12 interview subjects
felt that their schools had a technology friendiftere. These subjects mentioned some
of their administrators by name and described thsrsupportive and encouraging in the
area of online community use and technology in g@ndnterview respondents also
mentioned technology training and online member&k®s provided by their schools as

facilitators to their online community use.

Discussion of Research Question 6 Findings

How do rural teachers utilize online communitiesrfentoring support during

their first years of teaching?

The topic of online mentoring was widely discussethe professional literature
examined in chapter 2 of this study. In thoseisgdtollege professors and graduate
students set up various online forums to supparta&ibn students or new graduates as
they ventured into classroom teaching experienmethé first time. However, the
findings of this study did not support widespread of online communities for
mentoring purposes. Only 18.5% of survey respotsd@ported using online
communities for mentoring purposes. The natutha@$e mentoring relationships was
not examined in the survey and could be an integsbpic for further study.

Interview subjects were asked to elaborate furds@ut their mentoring
experiences as new teachers, and their respongesrsed the findings of the survey.

Two of them (16.7%) described online mentoringtreteships that they used for support
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when they started their current teaching assignsne@ne described an informal online

relationship that he continued with a former cadiggofessor, and the other described a
formal online relationship required by the universihe was attending as she completed
alternative certification requirements. All théet interview subjects had been teaching

so long that such online support was unheard ohwhey began their careers.

Recommendations

The purpose of this study was to examine rurahteausage of online
communities. Since the participants of the stuéyesfrom a small geographic region,
the results are not necessarily generalizableetdettyer population of rural teachers
nationwide. However, some behavioral patternsaoidions were revealed that could be
used to better inform the decisions of rural sclaarhinistrators.

One current school reform movement is the useftéréntiated instruction
techniques to meet the unique needs of studentgwvalassroom settings (Ryan &
Cooper, 2007). The researcher would suggest torgstrators that differentiated
instruction for teachers is also appropriate. Byithe telephone interviews, the common
theme that emerged in interview subjects’ answers tvat they wanted to be treated as
individuals with individual needs. Each teacheswaique in experience, pedagogical
approach, and technological skill level. Theirioalcommunity use for whatever reason
suited purposes unique to each of them.

The one-size-fits-all training sessions that resieots described were mostly
welcomed but also frustrating. The less profici@ate overwhelmed and the more
proficient were bored. They wanted training tanbare specific for their skill level and

teaching assignment. This is a difficult issuerforl school administrators since some
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departments or grade levels only have one or tachiers and training them individually

is cost-prohibitive. After listening to their sies over the telephone, the researcher’s
impression was that most of the interview subjggdswanted someone to understand the
difficulties of their unique assignments and otfegm appropriate support.

One way for rural administrators to help meet thigjue needs of their teachers
would be to offer training session choices durimgervice days devoted to technology
use. Training sessions could be offered focusimgesparticular hardware, software, or
online community where teachers could interact whthtechnology, the trainer, and
each other based on their pedagogical and lean@ads. Another option would be to
offer training sessions on the same technologigplication, but allow teachers to
choose sessions based on their level of proficieh@gs proficient users could learn new
technologies in a supportive environment, and npooécient users could be introduced
to different applications of a technology with wihithey are familiar. More proficient
users who are willing could also help train and taetheir less proficient colleagues.

Based on existing literature and the findings of #tudy, the researcher hopes to
one day be instrumental in developing a functiormnine community designed to meet
the needs of rural teachers. To further inforrs #ndeavor, the 12 interview subjects
were asked to describe their ideal online communiyly one person had no ideas
whatsoever and had no interest in such a commuiiitg other eleven had numerous
suggestions.

They want a site that is easy to navigate and basdant curriculum resources.
One teacher thought an online tutorial on how tagete the site would be helpful. Each

teacher wanted curricular resources in his or hyest matter or grade level area. One
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teacher said that he wanted practical things availéhat he could readily implement in
his classroom. Another teacher agreed and said#adable lessons should be ready to
use. Two teachers desired peer-reviewed mataoaisey could save time by knowing
ahead of time what worked and what didn’'t. Twckesas wanted the site to have
numerous links to online resources. One teacHkedcher ideal online community a big
thing of ideas.

Several interview subjects wanted to be able torsanicate online with other
teachers in their same assignment area. Two tesadascribed their ideal community as
something like Facebook for teachers. Three teackanted a chat feature on their ideal
site. They wanted to communicate with others td bat how they implemented certain
topics in their classrooms or just to seek adwicganeral. Another teacher described a
forum where teachers could compare notes abouy@asithings such as organizing a
classroom or scheduling curriculum and activiti&bree interview subjects specifically
mentioned their desire to share their own mateaatsideas with others.

The researcher would recommend to anyone interastestablishing an online
community for a group with specific needs suchusaliteachers that they seek
information about the unique needs of their taegetience and consult professional
literature about what makes a successful onlinenconity. Haythornthwaite (2002)
stated that online communities exhibit many ofshee characteristics as traditional
face-to-face communities: common goals, membenggpirements, hierarchy, shared
history, a common meeting place, and rituals. Syresults and suggestions made by
the interview subjects in this study could be categd accordingly and used as a

starting point for an online community to suppte heeds of rural teachers.
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Internet resources are increasing at a mind-bogglace, and even though
educational research continues to be publishelnisrarea as it relates to teachers and
their needs, more needs to done. Most of the relsdigerature covered in this study is
university based and results do not necessarilyeaddhe needs of practicing teachers,
especially rural teachers geographically separated a major university and its
resources. More site-based research with pragtteiachers would add much to
understanding how teachers establish relationshysual or face-to-face—to meet

their personal and professional needs.

Summary

The purpose of this study was to analyze datéeebli@ rural teachers’ use of
online communities. Rural teachers are often tsdlan their practice and sometimes
have difficulty connecting with other teachers wiitleir same assignments or needs due
to their professional setting. As Internet avallgbincreases and online communities
proliferate, teachers have more opportunity thasr év seek personal and professional
support in virtual relationships when face-to-faces are not easily available.

In small schools such as the ones included instiigdy, teachers can become
burned out as they perform the difficult task adieing with few colleagues in their
department or grade level to turn to for supp@ne interview subject said that she and
the only other person with the same teaching asmghdon’t always have time to
communicate and often have to use their lunch gedalo so. Another said that she
feels very isolated because there are only thréleenfi with the same grade level
assignment. The most telling comment came fromhigie school teacher, “I am the

foreign language department.”
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In spite of these expressed feelings of isolatilois, study’s results do not support
widespread use of online communities by theseqadati rural teachers to help fill their
personal and professional needs. The only ontmencunication technology widely
used was email. At a minimum, every subject is #tudy had access to a high-speed
Internet connection, functional technology, adntnaigsve support, and training. With
this type of support already in place, further gtigdneeded to discover what would
increase awareness and use of online communitids$ygroup of teachers.
Additionally, similar studies in different rurallssol settings might show different
results. Comparisons of study findings betweealrschools in different geographic
locations would be revealing. Such comparativdisticould help inform administrators

and online community developers who wish to betteet the needs of rural teachers.
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Appendix A

Survey

What is your current age?

[] 20-29 [] 30-39 [ ] 40-49 [ ] 50-59 [ ] 60 and over

What is your gender?

[] male [] female

What is the highest level of education you have attained?
|:| Bachelor’s Degree |:| Master’s Degree |:| Specialist’s Degree |:| Doctoral Degree

[] other

What is your current teaching assignment? (For example: 1% grade, 8" grade social studies, K-
5 Physical Education, freshman algebra, etc.)

Including this year, how many years have you been teaching?
[] 15 [ ] 6-10 [] 11-15 [] 16-20 [] 21-25 [] 26-30

|:| 31-35 |:| 36 or more years

How satisfied are you with your current teaching position?

[] Very unsatisfied  [_] Unsatisfied [] satisfied [] Very satisfied

Do you access the Internet for professional purposes at any of the following locations?
Yes No
School classroom or teacher office
Other location at school (i.e., computer lab, media center, school office)

Home

O Odo0n
O Odo0n

Location other than those listed above:
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8. Indicate how often you use the following online communication technologies for professional

reasons. Circle the number which best represents your usage level.

Multiple
Never Rarely | Monthly | Weekly Daily times
per day
Email 1 2 3 4 5 6
\{lrtual confer(‘ence rooms ‘ 1 ) 3 4 5 6
(i.e., Netmeeting, Live Meeting)
Instant messaging or chat
(i.e., AIM, MSN Messenger) ! 2 3 4 > 6
Blogs
(i.e., Blogger, Blogspot) 1 2 3 4 > 6
File sharing
(i.e., ftp, LimeWire, YouTube) 1 2 3 4 > 6
Podcasting
(i.e., iTunes, Podcast Alley) ! 2 3 4 > 6
Social networks
(i.e., Facebook, MySpace) ! 2 3 4 > 6
Professional communities
(i.e., NCTM, NEA, Discovery Ed.) 1 2 3 4 > 6
Distance education 1 ) 3 4 5 6

(i.e., WebCT, Blackboard, Angel)

9. Indicate how often you use the following online communication technologies for personal

reasons. Circle the number which best represents your usage level.

Multiple
Never Rarely | Monthly | Weekly Daily times
per day
Email 1 2 3 4 5 6
\{lrtual confer(‘ence rooms - 1 ) 3 4 5 6
(i.e., Netmeeting, Live Meeting)
Instant messaging or chat
(i.e., AIM, MSN Messenger) ! 2 3 4 > 6
Blogs
(i.e., Blogger, Blogspot) ! 2 3 4 > 6
File sharing
(i.e., ftp, LimeWire, YouTube) 1 2 3 4 > 6
Podcasting
(i.e., iTunes, Podcast Alley) ! 2 3 4 > 6
Social networks 1 ) 3 4 5 6

(i.e., Facebook, MySpace)
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10. Do you use online communities for any of the following professional reasons?

=2
o

Yes
Finding curriculum materials

Participating in professional development
Mentoring or being mentored

Keeping current in my profession

Connecting with other education professionals
Sharing materials and ideas

Seeking emotional support

Connecting with students

Seeking information to enhance professional practice

I I I O A I O I A R O I A R
I I I O A I O I A R O I A R

Other:

11. In your experience, which of the following have you found to be hindrances to using online
communities in meeting your professional needs?

=2
o

Yes
Unavailable or unreliable computer

Unavailable or unreliable Internet connection
Inexperience or discomfort with computer technology
Unaware of online professional communities

Existing online communities do not fill my needs
Professional needs fulfilled other ways

Membership fees prohibitive

Concerns about protecting privacy online

Lack of time

Tech support not available in timely manner

Other:

D oDoddooodonoon
DoDddobodoon
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Optional: Provide your name and contact information if you are willing to be contacted for follow-up
information. Your information will remain confidential, and you will qualify for a $100 drawing.

Name:

Email address:

Phone number:

Thank you for your participation.
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Appendix B

Interview Guide

How comfortable is respondent in using computer technologies?
v' Computer technology in general
v Specific online communities

What is the level of the respondent’s online technology usage?
v' Types of online communities used
v Frequency of use

What factors help determine respondent’s level of usage?
v’ Facilitators
v Hindrances

What would facilitate higher level of online community use than present level?
v' Technology availability

v Training provisions

v" Administrative support

What needs are fulfilled through online community usage?
v' Personal
v Professional

How does the school district where respondent works contribute to level of online
professional community usage?

v' Technology friendly culture

v' Administrative support level

v Training provisions

v" Membership fees provided

If the respondent could design the ideal online professional community, what would it be
like?

Features

Purposes

Membership requirements

v
v
v
v'  Ease of use
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8.

10.

How could the school district where respondent works facilitate more usage of online
professional communities?

Provide release time for usage and/or training

Provide functioning technology

Provide membership fees

Provide mentors

AN NN

Describe any mentoring relationships during first few years of teaching.
Face-to-face, online, or combination

Formal relationship set up by school

Informal relationship sought out by respondent

Use of online communication to facilitate any relationship

AN

What is respondent’s perception of the effectiveness of any mentoring program discussed
in question 9?

v Positive perceptions

v" Negative perceptions

v Suggestions for improvement
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Appendix C

SURVEY RESULTS

1. What is your current age?

Age Frequency Percent

Respondentsn(= 151)

20-29 27 17.9%
30-39 53 35.1%
40-49 37 24.5%
50-59 30 19.9%
60+ 4 2.6%

2. What is your gender?

Gender Frequency Percent

Respondentsn(= 151)
Male 34 22.5%

Female 117 77.5%
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3. What is the highest level of education you havaitagid?

Degree Frequency Percent
Respondentsn(= 151)
Bachelor’s 92 60.9%
Master’s 58 38.4%
Specialist’s 0 0%
Doctorate 0 0%
Unspecified 1 0.7%

4. What is your current teaching assignment?

Teaching Assignment Categorized by Grade Level

Teaching Assignment Frequency Percent
Respondents(= 151)
Pre-K & Kindergarten 10 6.6%
Elementary 47 31.1%
Middle School or Junior High 32 21.2%
High School 43 28.5%
K-12 1 0.7%
Middle School/High School 3 2.0%
Type 73 Certification 3 2.0%
Unspecified 9 6.0%
No response 6 4.0%
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Teaching Assignment Categorized by Subject Matter

Teaching Assignment Frequency Percent
Respondentsn(= 151)

Pre-K or Kindergarten self-contained 10 6.6%
Elementary self-contained (grades 1-5) 34 22.5%
Language Arts (middle & high school) 14 9.3%
Mathematics (middle & high school) 10 6.6%
Social Studies (middle & high school) 7 4.6%
Science (middle & high school) 7 4.6%
Special Education (all levels) 18 11.9%
Physical Education (all levels) 6 4.0%
Fine Arts (all levels) 10 6.6%
Electives* (all levels) 15 9.9%
Other assignments** 14 9.6%
No response 6 4.0%
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5. Including this year, how many years have you beanlting?

Years of

Experience Frequency Percent

Respondentsn(= 151)

1-5 34 22.5%
6-10 24 15.9%
11-15 36 23.8%
16-20 34 22.5%
21-25 13 8.6%
26-30 5 3.3%
31-35 4 2.6%
36+ 1 0.7%

6. How satisfied are you with your current teachimgipon?

Level of Frequenc Percent
Satisfaction ; y
Respondentsn(= 151)
Very unsatisfied 21 13.9%
Unsatisfied 2 1.3%
Satisfied 54 35.8%
Very Satisfied 74 49.0%

111



7. Do you access the Internet for professional purpas@ny of the following

locations?

Number of Respondents

Location Yes No Missing
Response
a School classroom or 149 1 5
teacher office
Other location at
b. school 113 26 12
c. Home 126 18 7
d Location other than 9 39 103

those listed abode

®Motels, public library, colleges, Blackberry, spelssbusiness

8. Indicate how often you use the following onlinerocaunication technologies for
professionalreasons. Circle the number which best represeniisusage level.

Number of Respondents

1 2 3 4 5 6 Invalid
Never Rarely Monthly Weekly Daily  Multiple or
times  missing

Online Communit§ per day response
Email 1 5 5 7 35 95 3
Virtual conference rooms
(i.e., Netmeeting, Live 127 17 2 0 2 0 3
Meeting)
Instant messaging or chat
(i.e., AIM, MSN Messenger) 122 19 2 3 2 2 1
Blogs
(i.e., Blogger, Blogspot) 106 32 ! 3 1 1 1
File sharing
(i.e., ftp, LimeWire, 87 33 12 9 3 7 0
YouTube)
Podcasting
(i.e., iTunes, Podcast Alley) 116 22 5 5 1 1 1
Social networks
(i.e., Facebook, MySpace) 118 21 1 ! 1 2 1
Professional communities
(i.e., NCTM, NEA, 47 39 31 26 6 1 1
Discovery Ed.)
Distance education
(i.e., WebCT, Blackboard, 118 17 5 9 1 0 1

Angel)

Other use indicated by one respondent: ePalswynitartners in Poland
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9. Indicate how often you use the following onlinercaunication technologies for
personalreasons. Circle the number which best represenisysage level.

Number of Respondents

1 2 3 4 5 6

Never Rarely  Monthly  Weekly Daily Multiple  Invalid or
Online times per  missing
Community day response
Email 3 8 2 24 57 57 0
Virtual
c_onference rooms .o 13 0 1 1 0 3
(i.e., Netmeeting,
Live Meeting)
Instant messaging
or chat
(i.e., AIM, MSN 104 16 7 12 6 5 1
Messenger)
Blogs
(i.e., Blogger, 107 21 8 10 4 1 0
Blogspot)
File sharing
(i.e., ftp,
LimeWire, 80 22 20 18 7 2 2
YouTube)
Podcasting
(i.e., iTunes, 99 24 12 12 0 3 1
Podcast Alley)
Social networks
(i.e., Facebook, 77 18 10 16 21 8 1

MySpace)
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10.Do you use online communities for any of the follogvprofessional reasons?

Number of Respondents

Invalid
Yes No or
missing
response Professional reason for using online community
133 17 1 Finding curriculum materials
90 59 2 Participating in professional development
28 119 4 Mentoring or being mentored
120 29 2 Keeping current in my profession
88 62 1 Connecting with other education profesdgna
101 50 0 Sharing materials and ideas
18 130 3 Seeking emotional support
21 127 3 Connecting with students
109 38 Seekllng information to enhance professional
practice
3 14 134 Othér

%0ther professional reasons listed: keeping up ehmges in school policy and state
law; enhance writing instruction with ePals site
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11.1In your experience, which of the following have yiound to be hindrances to using
online communities in meeting your professionalds®e

Number of respondents

Invalid
Yes No or

missing

response Hindrance to professional use
53 92 6 Unavailable or unreliable computer
72 73 6 Unavailable or unreliable Internet conraecti
52 93 6 Inexperience or discomfort with computeht®logy
67 78 6 Unaware of online professional communities
19 124 8 Existing online communities do not fill mgeds
76 70 5 Professional needs fulfilled other ways
52 89 10 Membership fees prohibitive
66 45 7 Concerns about protecting privacy online
121 27 3 Lack of time
40 103 8 Tech support not available in timely manne
3 11 137 Othér

%0 ther hindrances listed by respondents: one reldrcheckeges for lack of time
option 4 times; other teachers not comfortable watthnology; school filter blocks
many communities
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