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DESIGNING AN ONLINE DISSERTATION RESEARCH

COMMUNITY OF PRACTICE

Martha M. Snyder, Laurie P. Dringus, & Steven R. Terrell, Nova Southeastern University

This design case describes phase one (pilot phase) of

an intervention strategy aimed to support students in a
limited-residency doctoral program. Specifically, this case
documents the process and decisions that were made
along the way to design an online research community of
practice (CoP) for students who have completed course-
work and are working on their dissertations in the field of
instructional design and technology. The case includes the
designers'guiding framework, a detailed description of the
case including the site, participant and platform selection,
and the preliminary state of the design. To date, a design
team is in place, a guiding framework for the design of the
CoP is established, a needs analysis has been conducted,
the participants have been identified, the CoP strategy has
been defined, the site has launched, and students are just
now beginning to become a part of this online community.
It will take time to cultivate the community and determine
whether the design is effective in achieving the community’s
goals. Data collection and documentation of design deci-
sions continue as the design and development of the online
CoP emerges.
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CONTEXT

This design case is situated in a graduate school of computer
and information sciences at a non-profit, private university

in the Southeast. This site was chosen because 1) it is the
location where the primary designer teaches and mentors
doctoral students, and 2) it offers a part-time, blended (limit-
ed-residency) format for doctoral study. This format enables
working professionals to complete their doctoral degrees
while at the same time, maintain their professional careers.
Students come to campus for face-to-face instruction and
other program activities over one extended weekend during
the semester; however, most of the teaching and learning
activities take place in a virtual environment. When students
enter the dissertation phase of doctoral study, most of the
communication between the dissertation student, chair, and
committee is conducted via telephone and various forms of
computer-mediated communication. The school also uses
the Dissertation Tracking System (DTS), a proprietary system,
as a tool to manage the dissertation process by housing all
dissertation-related work and text-based communication.
While these tools are useful, they do not ensure that stu-
dents communicate with each other and faculty on a regular
basis and make continual progress on their dissertation.
These students may disengage from the dissertation process
and put off their research in lieu of other work/life issues
such as jobs, families, and finances (Lovitts, 2001).

Studies have indicated that students may feel isolated

and disconnected from faculty and their peers during the
dissertation stage (Lovitts, 2001, 2005) and these feelings
may affect a student’s decision to persist in the program
(Rovai, 2002). For doctoral students who are enrolled in
limited-residency programs, these feelings may be exacer-
bated (Terrell, Snyder, & Dringus, 2009). As three professors
who advise students in the computing technology in
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education program (one of the four doctoral programs the
school offers), we wanted to address students'feelings of
isolation and disconnectedness by first understanding our
students’' needs and then figuring out what we could do
primarily with regard to an online support structure and
the faculty-student relationship to more effectively support
these students.

The specific design challenge was how to create a virtual
environment that supported student-to-student and
student-to-faculty connectivity during the dissertation. One
way of improving the support structure between doctoral
dissertation chairs, committee, and students is through the
development of community. Specifically, building a com-
munity of practice (CoP) can enhance learning and increase
connectedness by enabling members to interact with each
other and participate in collaborative learning experiences
(Lapointe & Reisetter, 2008; Rovai, 2002; Snyder, 2009; Tinto,
2007).

Following is a description of design decisions that were
made during the process of developing an online CoP that
supports doctoral students in a limited-residency doctoral
program. Rather than launch a program-wide online
research community, we decided to create a smaller research
community to pilot test the initial design. Participants
include 13 students who met the following criteria: (a) they
are at the end of coursework or are currently registered for
dissertation research, and (b) they are under the supervision
of the first author. These students are at various stages of the
dissertation process. Two of the 13 students are reviewing
the literature in a specific area of instructional technology,
seven students are working on the initial concept paper,
two students are at the proposal stage, one student is at

the report stage, and one student is a recent graduate of
the program. This homogeneous sampling was determined
based on their completion of 700-level coursework, enroll-
ment in directed research or dissertation, and their common
dissertation research interests in instructional design and
technology.

The first author served as the primary designer of the CoP
and the second and third authors provide input to the de-
sign and serve as observers of the community through peer
debriefing and member checks (Smith, 2010). While there
were no specific time constraints set on the actual design
and implementation of the CoP, we had no funds to support
this initiative and we had limited time to invest in such
design efforts. In turn, these constraints are reflected in the
selection of the CoP platform and tools that were selected
for this pilot. The following documentation includes the
designers'theoretical perspective and guiding framework,

a detailed description of the case and design decisions, and
the preliminary state of the design.
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THE DESIGNERS' THEORETICAL
PERSPECTIVE AND GUIDING FRAMEWORK

Rovai (2002) suggested that faculty and administration can
decrease the attrition rate by influencing a student’s level

of satisfaction and commitment. Studies reveal that one
successful way of decreasing attrition is to get students to
feel like they are connected to their academic programs by
creating communities (Tinto, 1997; Rovai, 2002). Wenger, Mc-
Dermott, and Snyder (2002) define communities of practice
as “groups of people who share a concern, a set of problems,
or a passion about a topic, and who deepen their knowledge
and expertise in this area by interacting on an ongoing basis”
(p. 4). Most often CoPs are identified through the artifacts
(e.g., documents, stories, chat logs, email records, practice,
etc.) that are produced within them (Wenger, 1998). What
seems to make CoPs special is the collective achievement
of a group of people engaging in and conversing about a
common knowledge domain and building that knowledge
domain on practice. This process results in interesting
artifacts, both physical and intellectual.

Over the years, communities of practice have evolved from
face-to-face environments to online environments. Referring
to “digital habitats,’Wenger, White, and Smith (2009) aim

to connect community and technology by looking at the
interactions between them. Specifically, what they find

most interesting is how community and technology, when
combined, affect the community members'ability to “learn
together’They emphasize the role of technology in creating
a community where “the learning component is central”
(Wenger, et al,, 2009, p. 3).

In an effort to build such digital habitats, Terrell, Snyder,
Dringus, and Maddrey (2012) proposed a grounded theory
that supports student-to-student and student-to-faculty
communication for doctoral candidates who are working

on their dissertation in a limited-residency doctoral program
and offer the following working model for the development
of an online research CoP (see Figure 1). As a continuation

of this research, we used this model to guide the devel-
opment of the needs analysis and subsequent pilot CoP.

The objectives of the proposed StaR CoP are to support
dissertation students in their effort to transition from a
scholar to a researcher (particularly in the identification of a
research-worthy problem and development of a dissertation
concept), provide a structured online environment that sup-
ports student-to-student and student-to-faculty interaction,
and foster and sustain a community of scholars (faculty and
doctoral students) that advances the learning of all members
(Terrell et al,, 2012). StaR stands for Scholar to a Researcher. It
also represents the five components of the model including
strategy, stakeholders, structure, technology, and resources.

The StaR model was used as a guiding framework for the
needs analysis and preliminary design decisions described
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in the following sections. Corresponding to each of the
components in the StaR model, Terrell et al. (2012) offer
guiding questions for the development of an online research
CoP. We used these questions to develop the needs analysis
and preliminary design.

Strategy: What is the goal, purpose, or mission of the CoP?
What are the objectives and how will we achieve them?
What are the accountability benchmarks?

Stakeholders: \Who are the stakeholders? What are their
goals and values? What are their roles in the community?
How do they benefit?

Structure: What are the characteristics of the CoP? How

will we organize the CoP to facilitate knowledge sharing?
How will we promote a sense of identity? How will learning
occur (i.e, what instructional strategies and methods will we
employ)? What will the CoP look like?

Technology: How does technology support teaching and
learning? What platform is best suited to support the CoP?
What tools will be used to support communication and
collaboration (i.e., how will technology be used to support
learning)? How will privacy and security issues be managed?

Resources: \What kinds of information will be shared? What
are the artifacts?

NEEDS ANALYSIS

After obtaining approval from the university’s institutional
review board (IRB), a web-based survey was sent to a group
of 38 students who were working on their dissertation in
computing technology in education. The survey consisted
of ten questions (see Appendix A) that correlated to each
of the StaR model components. For example, question
1,"What purpose would an online CoP for dissertation
students serve?” pertains to the development of Strategy
while question 5, “In addition to students, who else should
participate as members in the CoP and what contribution
could they make (e.g., other GSCIS doctoral students, faculty,
others outside of GSCIS)?" addresses Stakeholders.

In addition to providing feedback related to each element
of the StaR, results from the needs analysis also offered
important input for selecting the platform and confirming
the initial design decisions. Twenty-five students responded
to the survey. Following is a summary of the needs analysis
results. Results are categorized by each component of the
StaR model. Direct quotations from students are provided.

Strategy

Student-to-Student  Strategy
Student to-Faculty
Communication
Students Faculty

Technology

Mutual Research
Interests

Structure

From a Scholar to a Researcher
(StaR) Community of Practice

When asked, “What purpose would an online
CoP for dissertation students serve?”and
“"How could an online CoP for dissertation
students help you?”the overarching theme
was one of connectivity. Students wanted to
be able to connect with their professors as
well as their colleagues and feel supported
during the dissertation process. Examples of
student comments that support this conclu-
sion include:

The CoP should provide a forum for dissertation
students and faculty to share information, ad-
vice, and encouragement about the dissertation
process and research topics with one another.

To retain some of the camaraderie and contacts
developed during the years of coursework.

A social and academic resource connecting
those in the midst of producing a dissertation.

Stakeholders

When asked, “What group of students should
be included (i.e,, students enrolled in dis-
sertation only, students enrolled in directed
research or dissertation, or all students

FIGURE 1. Graphical Representation of Proposed Online Community of Practice

for Dissertation Students.
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regardless of what stage they are in the
program)?”all of the respondents felt that all



of the program’s students enrolled in dissertation should be
included in the CoP. There was strong support for including
faculty and more limited support for other students in
coursework, graduates, and external experts. Following are
examples of students'comments that reflect this theme:

I believe all should be invited, as | may have changed or
learned differently throughout my course with the opportu-
nity to lurk with others that were already in the dissertation
phase.

These students (i.e, dissertation) are in the greatest need of
support.

Faculty should be involved or advisors especially when a
student question is not answered or answered incorrectly.
The faculty role should be limited though so students
become more engaged within the community.

Structure

When asked, “What do you think you would gain by partic-
ipating in a dissertation CoP?"respondents reiterated the
primary purpose of the CoP as one of student-to-student
and student-to-faculty connectivity and support. Examples
of students’comments that reflect this theme include:

The CoP should provide a forum for dissertation students
and faculty to share information, advice, and encourage-
ment about the dissertation process and research topics
with one another.

A main purpose would be as a resource center for sharing of
information specific to the dissertation process.

Increase support from faculty and students. Be able to
obtain answers to some of the questions that | have about
research.

Assist other students in the process as well.

Technology

When asked about the types of technology and tools that
would be useful in a CoP, responses varied from asynchro-
nous discussion forums to real-time resources such as Skype
and those offered by Google. The overarching focus seemed
to be the use of asynchronous tools. Examples of students’
comments that reflect this theme include the following:

Threaded communication, indexing and tagging to allow
for searching, standard threads to provide some basic
structure for communications.

Any decent threaded discussion area will do.

Mostly discussion forums—maybe with tracks for either
technology areas or phases of the dissertation.
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Resources

When asked, “What kinds of information and resources
should be shared in the community?”students expressed a
need for internal and external resources. Responses included:

Personal experiences and insights into developing research
will be the most important contribution.

Links to online resources, tools that would be appropriate
for someone in the dissertation phase.

Sample documents and research resources; helpful hints
from fellow students and from faculty, links to resources.

PRELIMINARY DESIGN DECISIONS

Once the foundation for the design of the research CoP was
established through previous research and development of
the StaR model (Terrell et al., 2012) and the site and partici-
pants were selected, selection of the platform on which to
host the online CoP was the next big decision. After a variety
of options were considered to host the CoP including wikis,
hosted web sites, and open-source learning management
systems, two options were selected based on cost, feasibility,
functionality, and ease of use. These two platforms included
Blackboard, the learning management system used by the
site selected for this study, and Google Sites, a free online
platform for information sharing.

While there are advantages and disadvantages to both
platforms, a final decision was not made until the results of
the needs analysis were analyzed. These results indicated the
types of technology, tools, and resources students wanted
and this information was used to select a platform. Based on
the results of the needs analysis, Google Sites was chosen as
the platform for the research community. Reasons Google
Sites was selected over Blackboard included: more flexibility
to integrate Web 2.0 tools as part of the community, the
ability to synchronize discussion forum messages to mobile
devices, and the ease of integration of other Web 2.0—spe-
cifically Google applications—to the Google site.

During this preliminary stage, two separate Google sites
were created: one served as the dissertation research CoP,
and the other was used as the designers’planning space. The
first author worked between the two sites using information
from the planning site to create the research CoP. On the
planning site, separate web pages were created for each
element of the StaR (e.g, strategy, stakeholders, resources,
and technology). We used the questions pertaining to each
component of the StaR model to think through some of the
initial decisions about the research CoP. This collaboration
and brainstorming resulted in, for example, the content in
the Welcome and About Us sections of the CoP. On these
pages we explain the faculty and student commitments and
the expectation of a‘give and take”from each community
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member. These decisions were based on the needs analysis
and the collaboration that took place on the planning site.

Figure 2 is an example of the Strategy page on the planning
site. Similar to a wiki, the design team could edit the page,
provide comments at the bottom of the page, and add
relevant attachments such as references and graphics.
Google Sites also maintains a revision history in case there
was a need to reference or revert back to a previous version
of the plan.

PRELIMINARY STATE OF THE DESIGN

As the online community develops, we continue to observe,
reflect and refine the community accordingly. Design of the
CoP and subsequent data collection from the needs analysis
began during the Winter term 2011 and continued through
the Summer and Fall terms in 2011. The CoP was implement-
ed at the beginning of the Winter term 2012 and the 13
students were invited to participate. At the time of writing
this paper, the CoP has been active for two terms. Follow-
ing is a description of the preliminary state of the design.
Methods such as member checking, persistent observation,
peer debriefing, maintaining a reflexive journal, and negative
case analysis were used in order to capture, organize, and

describe the design process (Erlandson, Harris, Skipper, &
Allen, 1993; Smith, 2010).

Member Checking on Initial Site Design

Once the platform was selected, the first author used the
results from the needs analysis and the information from the
planning site to design the research CoP. In early January
2012, the co-authors provided feedback on the look, feel,
and content of the site. The major modifications included:

Simplifying the name of the research community by chang-
ing it from IDDCoP, which stood for instructional design and
development community of practice to “instructional design
research community.’Providing a more organized way of up-
loading documents and resources, which included specific
naming conventions and instructions at the top of the page
for uploading resources.Removing the “Membership”page.
It was felt that there was minimal need for a membership
page given most of the members already had a Google
profile that included their photo.Embedding Google Groups
in the Discussion page of the site. This integration enabled
students to access the online discussions without having to
leave the Google site.

The homepage of the research CoP is shown in Figure 3.
Links to pages include About
Us, Announcements, Discussion

Home

CoP by Design Strategy

Strategy

Stakenolders Some of the questions we consider with regard to strategy include-

Structure

Technology

e 1. What is the goal, purpose or mission of the TERC?
RO 2. What are the objectives?

Files 3. How will we achieve the objectives?

Sitemap 4. What are the accountability benchmarks?

Goal

Mission Statement

as scholars and researchers in the mutually shared field of study.

Foster and sustain a community of GSCIS scholars (faculty and students) that advances the learning of all members

The Infarmation Technolagy in Education Research Community (ITERC) is an online community of practice (CoP) aimed ta
connect GSCIS's ITE dissertation students and faculty who have matching research interests. Our mission is to encourage
open dialogue about research, pedagogy, and professional issues relevant to the community members. We strive to engage
in collaborative learning within an environment of shared autherity, trust, and mutual respect.

As faculty, our commitment is to further our own research agendas by actively conducting and disseminating ariginal
research in our areas of expertise, connecting with students who have mutual research interests and helping them develop

As students, our commitment is ta support our peers in the development of knowledge and research expertise, actively

Forum, Dissertation Tracking
System (a proprietary database
used to manage dissertation
documents and one-to-one
faculty communication), Events,
GSCIS (the school's web site),
Library, Photos, Suggestion Box,
and Web Links. Both students
and faculty who are members
of the research community are
encouraged to contribute to any
of the pages. That is, all users
have editing permissions. The

The design team used Google
Sites to discuss and further
define each component of
the S5taR model.

participate in professional research activities (such as

and/or documented milestones).

opportunities) and actively and deliberately move forward in the dissertation process (as evidenced by a dissertation plan

To this end, the primary actiities that sustain the [TERC as an intellectual community include-

 and other leaming

home page includes a welcome
message that encourages
students to participate as active

« Providing for and

- Ei the sharing of ., and
e Encouraging independent thought and creativity

« Challenging arguments and rationale

« Promoting self-directed learning

organizations

- Martha Snyder

issues relevant to the

« Supporting a risk-taker mentality by viewing failure as a learning opportunity
« Staying connected to the field by actively participating in school actiities and committees and professional

« Guiding and supporting each other through the dissertation process and other research initiatives

» Similar to a wiki, Google Sites
enabled us to attach files and make
[ Add files
comments on each page.
Comments

Martha Snyder
Mission: Our mission is to encourage open dislogue about research, pedagogy, and professional

members. As faculty, our

amang all members

members of the community
by adding their own resources
to the site and sharing their
knowledge and expertise.

The About Us page (see Figure
4), communicates in more
detail the research community’s
goal, mission statement, faculty
commitment and student
commitment. The authors felt

Notification settings

is to help students develop as

FIGURE 2. The design team’s planning site.
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it was important to clearly
articulate this information so that
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Welcome  upsates zep 12,2012 5.43 210

Wartna Sy
7 More ~ @ Share

NOVA!

adding resources to this site.

with our knowledge.

Marti Snyder, Ph.D.

Technology in Education

Graduate School of Computer and Information Sciences
Nova Southeastern University

Dr. Snyder's Web Site

N

Search this site

About Us | Announcements = Discussion Forum DTS | Events  GSCIS | NSU Library | Photos  Resources | Suggestion Box Web Links | TQR Panel

Siteman Welcome
Recent site activity
Welcome to the instructional design and development online research community. This site functions best when using the Google 2012 GSCIS Poster Session 1/12/12
Chrome browser.
days until

AECT Conference This is a place for those involved in instructional design research to collaborate and share relevant information.

Qur commitment as community members is to create as much of a balance of give and take as we possibly can.
That means that in addition to using this space as a resource, we hope that you "give back” by sharing your knowledge and expertise and

I want this learning space to be one that encourages experimentation and risk-taking. Let's be respectful of each other and generous

FIGURE 3. Instructional design research community of practice.

Search this site

ments | Discussion Forum OTs | Evenis | Gscis | NsU Library | Photos || Resvurces, Suggestion Box || Web Links | TQR Panel
About Us

Goal

Mission Statement

engage in collaborative learning within an environment of shared authority, Uust, and mutual respect.

Faculty Commitment

Student Commitment

documented milestones).

To this end. the primary activities that sustain this group as an intellectual community include:

o Providing opportunitics for communication, collaboration, and interaction among all members
© Encouraging the sharing of information, knowledge, and experiences

© Encouraging independent thought and creativity

© Challenging arguments and rationale

o Supporting a risk-taker mentality by viewing failure as a learning opportunity

© Promoting self-directed learning

Our goal is to foster and sustain a community of GSCIS scholars (faculty and doctoral students) that advances the learning of all members.

The instructional design research community is an online community aimed to connect GSCIS doctoral students who are interested in the field of instructional design and development with
faculty who have matching rescarch interests. Our mission is to encourage open dialoguc about rescarch, pedagogy, and professional issucs relevant to the community members. We strive to

As faculty, our commitment is to further our own rescarch agendas by actively conducting and disseminating original rescarch in our arcas of expertise, connecting with students who have
mutual research interests and helping them develop as scholars and researchers in the mutually shared field of study.

As students, our commitment is to support our peers in the development of knowledge and research expertise, actively participate in professional research activities (such as community
discussions, professional conferences, and other learning opportunities) and actively and deliberately move forward in the dissertation process (as evidenced by a dissertation plan and

The content of this page was guided by
the design team's discussion about
Strategy. We used the guiding
questions from the StaR model to
develop this component of our CoP.

© Staying connected to the field by actively participating in school activities and
© Guiding and supporting each other through the dissertation process and other research initiatives

FIGURE 4. About us page.

students understood the expectations and how the research
community could be used in conjunction with the school’s
proprietary DTS to support their dissertation research.

Site Launch and Persistent Observation

The research CoP was launched with the pilot group of 13
students at the beginning of the Winter term 2012. Students
provided their Google Gmail addresses and an invitation
was sent to each student inviting their participation in the
community (See Appendix B). About three weeks after the
launch of the site, all but three students were signed in and
had posted introductions. Following is a note posted in the
first author’s reflexive journal about these first few weeks.
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The online CoP has been up and running for about a week
now and all but 3 students have signed in and introduced
themselves in the introductions thread. 'm quite pleased
with the response as students seem eager to participate in
the community. One student already created a new thread
relating to technical issues. This leads me to the question:
How much should | get involved and how much should

I leave to the students to connect and share? Should |
create the discussion threads as | see fit? For example, | just
created a thread called Accomplishments because one

of my students just defended her dissertation yesterday
and | wanted to share that success with the group. But the
question remains, what is my involvement and how much
should I initiate? Perhaps | need to wait and just give it some
time to grow on its own.
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Peer Debriefing

Lincoln and Guba (1985) define peer debriefing as “a process
of exposing oneself to a disinterested peer in a manner
paralleling an analytical sessions and for the purpose of
exploring aspects of the inquiry that might otherwise
remain only implicit within the inquirer’s mind” (p. 308). Peer
debriefing enables the researcher to uncover biases, to test
emergent designs, and become more aware of her or his
own perceptions and assumptions about a phenomenon.

Once the community was underway, the first author needed
to reflect on the community and get input on some of the
initial design decisions but felt she was too close to the
project. Kvale (2007) describes how the use of an open phe-
nomenological approach to a life-world interview is helpful
in understanding a phenomenon from another person’s
view. Chenail (2011) also offers suggestions for addressing
researcher bias and reflecting on phenomenological
interviews. Following these guidelines, an interview protocol
was developed and an interview was conducted with the
second author with the following goals: 1) to understand the
interviewee's perspective—as a co-researcher and a faculty
member—on what an online research CoP for dissertation
student should be like, and 2) to gather her reactions to how
the community is working so far. Once the interview was
conducted, the first author transcribed the interview and
asked the interviewee to review the transcript to confirm
what was captured was accurate. Next, the first author ana-
lyzed the transcript by coding the data, creating themes, and

FOU DESERVYE A PAYT ON THE BACK

(Edit posty

2012 GSCIS Poster Session - Technology's Instructional Role: An Investigation of Instru

posted Aug 27, 2012 4:25 AM by Martha Snyder [ updated 8 minutes ago |

Link to .pdf - http://www.scis.nova.edu/research/fall_2012_poster_session/Bruq

(Edit posy)

2012 GSCIS Fall Poster - Applying Instructional Design System Theory to Mobile Learnin

posted Aug 27, 2012 4:18 AM by Martha Snyder [ updated 9 minutes ago ]

‘ning Environm

FIGURE 5. Announcements page.
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reflecting on those themes. Four primary themes emerged
including: the meaning of community in our context,
defining community, validating the CoP, and observations
of the CoP. Following is a summary of each theme and its
implication of future design decisions.

Meaning of community in our context. There are many
types of online communities and CoPs, and they serve
various purposes. As we continue to develop our CoP, we
need to explore this idea of community in our context. That
is, we need to think about community in the context of our
program, our students, and our goals.

Defining community. While we know the textbook
definition of a CoP and we understand the value of online
communities and their ability to connect people, we are still
defining community in our context as we develop our own
community of dissertation students and the faculty who
support them. We really don't know exactly how community
is defined yet because we are in the process of creating it.

Validating the CoP. How do we know the community is
effective? What evidence do we consider in validating the
value of our CoP? Should effectiveness be measured by
observable progress towards completion of the dissertation?
Can validation come from whether students feel more
connected or more focused? Perhaps we need to look at

a balance between the cognitive and affective domains of
learning in the CoP.

Observations of the CoP. Initial observations of the CoP are
generally positive. Since its launch in January 2012, the CoP
is off to a good start. The look and feel of the site is clean and
easy to use. The selection of Google Sites seems to be work-
ing well; however, it's difficult to tell how much students

are actually using the resources and links available from the
site as opposed to the discussion forums since there was no
provision in the design to track usage. Perhaps a follow up
survey could be developed to find out what components of
the CoP are most useful and what can be improved.

Students have introduced themselves and there has been
active participation in the discussions. However, thought
must be given to how to maintain productive conversation.
Whose role is it to facilitate the discussion? Should students,
faculty or both initiate discussions?

There are currently 13 students in the CoP and one professor.
As we pursue this CoP design, we need to consider whether
to expand the current CoP to include additional students
and professors or create smaller CoPs that are more focused
in a particular research area.

Now that the students have introduced themselves and
there has been some general discussion about upcoming
conferences, use of productivity tools, and dissertation goals,
what's next? How do we sustain the community?
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Discussion Forum
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FIGURE 6. Discussion forum (Google Groups) embedded within Google Sites.

The Discussion Forum

The discussion forum (i.e,, Google Groups) is the primary
tool for interaction among the community members. One
of the features of Google Groups is that the student’s picture
accompanies each post. There is also a composite picture
of everyone who contributed to a particular thread making
participation seem more real and visible. Another feature of
Google Groups is its integration with mobile applications.
Posts made in Google Groups are immediately accessible
from smartphones and other mobile devices through email.
Therefore, communication is pushed to the community
member as opposed to the community member having to
log into the site to see if there has been any activity.

To date, seven unique threads have been created in the fo-
rum; four (introductions, upcoming conferences, dissertation
progress goals, and accomplishments) were created by the
professor and three (building experience during the disserta-
tion process, technical questions, and articles) were created
by the students. While the forums have maintained steady
participation, they are not overly active. Approximately one
to two posts are made per week. It seems that students are
aware of the forum and will use it if they have a need. From a
professor’s perspective, the forum has helped the professor
feel more connected to the students as a cohort as opposed
to having one-to-one relationships with each. The CoP has
brought a greater sense of togetherness as if the members
are all participating in an online course together. This sense

1JDL | 2012 |Volume 3, Issue 1 | Pages 39-51

of togetherness encourages collaboration and camaraderie.
For example, when a note was posted about a student’s
recent defense, students posted notes of support and
congratulations to the recent graduate. Another example
pertains to a recent post about a call for papers. One student
suggested the members of a community submit one pro-
posal as a group representing the CoP. As a result, the group
of students along with their dissertation mentor submitted a
proposal and it was accepted. This group will use the CoP as
a workspace to develop the presentation.

THE USER EXPERIENCE

Screen shots of various pages within the site are presented
to offer a glimpse into how the members of the community
use the CoP. The Announcements page (see Figure 5)
enables faculty and students to post important and timely
information that members of the research CoP might find in-
teresting and useful. Examples include acknowledgement of
students passing major dissertation milestones such as the
concept paper, proposal, and report; faculty and students
whose papers have been accepted at professional con-
ferences and professional journals; and information about
upcoming calls for conference proposals, book chapter
proposals, and professional organization nominations.

The Discussion Forum (see Figure 6) was developed using
Google Groups and it is embedded within the Discussion
Forum page of the Google Site. Students can access Google
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Groups directly or via the Google Site. One of the most
appealing features of Google Groups is the inclusion of stu-
dent photos with their posts and a composite of photos of
students who participated in a particular discussion thread.
This feature facilitates communication and connection with
fellow CoP members. The discussion forum is the most
frequently used tool in the research community. Additional
detail about the forum is provided as part of the section,
“Preliminary State of the Design!

The Events page (see Figure 7) includes up-to-date informa-
tion about upcoming conferences and special events with
links to host's web pages and calls for proposals.

The Resources (see Figure 8) page includes a repository of
papers, conference proceedings, and presentations that are
relevant to the work each student is doing in the program.
Like all sections of the site, both students and faculty are
encouraged to contribute. To maintain a sense of order,
specific naming conventions are used when uploading these
resources. For example, each file contains the last name of

the author(s) and year (e.g., Terrell_Dringus_Snyder_2009).
If there are more than three authors, the last name of the
first author followed by et_al and the year is used (e.g,,
Snyder_et_al_2012).

Negative Case Analysis

The preliminary state of the design would not be complete
if it did not include a discussion about aspects of the design
that did not meet the authors’ expectations. As the design
develops, we may need to rethink the following design
decisions.

First, with regard to members of the CoP, there was no plan
for how to remove someone from the community. That is,
while criteria were established for membership, there was no
explicit plan for what to do if a student does not actively par-
ticipate, switches to a different dissertation mentor, or leaves
the program all together. It is important to think carefully
about how to handle these circumstances and communicate
these guidelines to the community members.

Events
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Add item Customize this list
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Frontiers in Education 10/3-6, 2012 Seattle, WA
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Walt Disney World Swan/Dolphin, Orlando, FL
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FIGURE 7. Upcoming events page.

Resources

Please feel free to upload scholarly articles, presentations, and other documents that you think would benefit our research community. So we can maintain some sense of order, please name your document with the last name of the author(s)
and year (e.g., Terrell_Dringus_Snyder_2011). If there are more than three authors, use the last name of the first author follawed by et_al and the year (e.g., Snyder_et_al_2009).

I have provided some folders below but feel free to add other folders as you see fit.
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FIGURE 8. Resources page.
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Second, while the research CoP is front and center for the au-
thors who are all involved in this design case, the same is not
true for the students. That is, during informal conversations
with students about the CoP web site, the designer learned
that some students were only accessing the discussions
because they forgot to bookmark the actual web site. As the
CoP develops, it is critical to communicate with students
often about the CoP, how to access it, and where to find spe-
cific information. Reminders to bookmark the site as well as
instructions on how to access the Google Group discussions
from their mobile phones would also be beneficial. It would
also be helpful to track the usage of each of the Google Site
pages to identify the most popular areas of the site.

Third, as the community develops we are identifying
different ways to use the web site to communicate and
collaborate. For example, as the group works together to
develop their panel presentation for an upcoming confer-
ence, we plan on using the research CoP as our workspace
since the web pages in Google Sites have similar functional-
ity of a wiki. For example, all members can edit pages, attach
documents, make comments at the bottom of the page,
and track history. We also anticipate a smooth integration of
other Google tools such as Google Docs; however, we might
discover the need to integrate other tools into the site that
are not part of the Google product suite.

Fourth, while we have been able to use the 100 MB pro-
vided free through Google sites, we anticipate the need to
purchase additional storage space. We have not determined
whether smaller and more focused CoPs that align with
specific research interests of one or two professors work
best or whether we should consider expanding the CoP to
encompass faculty and students from an entire program or
even school. Regardless, given we are currently at 48% ca-
pacity with the pilot site already, we anticipate the need for
more storage space regardless of whether we plan to grow
the existing site or create additional smaller CoPs. Google
Sites allows for this type of expansion through Google Apps
Premier Edition.

Fifth, as the research CoP develops, we will continue to use
and develop the StaR working model and use the design
team’s planning site to address issues pertaining to strategy,
stakeholders, structure, technology, and resources. However,
we also anticipate the need to use other models and frame-
works to: 1) describe the learning process such as Garrison,
Anderson, and Archer’s (2000) Community of Inquiry (Col); 2)
design specific instructional strategies such as Merrill’s (2007)
task-centered instructional strategy that pertain to various
aspects of the dissertation research process (see Snyder,
2011, November); 3) steward technology in learning com-
munities (Wenger, White, & Smith, 2009); and 4) diffuse this
intervention across the school and university using Rogers'
(1995), for example, five stages in the innovation-decision
process.
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CONCLUSION AND NEXT STEPS

Design cases are guided by a naturalistic paradigm (Smith,
2010). As such, the full design of the study emerges as the
data is collected and a preliminary analysis is conducted.
The context of the case becomes clearer as the study
progresses and therefore, the design remains tentative until
itis implemented (Erlandson, et al,, 1993). This is a case in
progress. To date, the design team has been formed, the StaR
model has been identified as the guiding framework for the
design of the CoP, the needs analysis has been conducted,
the participants have been identified, the CoP strategy has
been defined, the site has launched, and students are just
now beginning to become a part of this online community.
It will take time to cultivate the community and determine
whether the design is effective in achieving the community’s
goals. Data collection continues as the design and devel-
opment of the online CoP emerges. As a pilot study, it is
hoped that data collected from this design case will inform
the future direction of dissertation support via research CoPs
within our own graduate school and other schools who
support dissertation students at a distance.

SCHOLARLY SIGNIFICANCE

Boling (2010) emphasized the need for rigorous design cases
that “offer in-depth explanations of design rationales, rich
and multi-dimensional descriptions of designed artifacts and
experiences, and full reflection on design processes” (p. 6).
Those who produce or request design cases have “deter-
mined that there is some element of the case the renders it
particularly interesting” (Smith, 2010, p. 10). There are many
interesting aspects of this case; however, the most unique

is the population of students enrolled in a limited-residency
doctoral program and the faculty who support them. The
majority of these students are working professionals who
have chosen a limited-residency program because of the
flexibility it offers. Contrary to traditional full-time doctoral
students, these part-time students do not interact face-
to-face with their dissertation advisors or their peers on a
regular basis and most of the communication happens in a
virtual environment via phone, Skype, or other web confer-
encing tools. Faculty who supervise dissertation students at
a distance seek ways to stay connected with their students
and maintain a productive mentoring relationship as well as
encourage camaraderie among peers in the program.

Interest in blended learning is increasing (U.S. Department
of Education, 2009) and the number of colleges and univer-
sities that offer doctoral programs using a blended learning
model is becoming more commonplace. At the same time,
problems with attrition cut “across countries, cultures, and
subject disciplines (regardless of delivery mode)” (Strang,
2009, p. 246). Models that support student-to-student and
student-to-faculty communication throughout the disser-
tation process are needed (Terrell et al,, 2011). It is hoped
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that this case will inform future online CoP designs and the
development of rigorous design cases guided by appropri-
ate research methods.
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APPENDIX A

Needs Assessment Questionnaire
Dear [Student’s Name],
Over the past several months, faculty and administration have implemented various practices, policies, and procedures to
support our doctoral students — particularly during the dissertation phase. Examples include online resources such as the dis-

sertation videos, on-site workshops such as our inaugural dissertation workshop held this past July, the the Leave of Absence
and End of Term Status Reports.

Another idea we are working on is the development of an online community of practice (CoP) for doctoral students. To that
end, we would like to get input from our current doctoral students — particularly those of you who are in the dissertation
phase - regarding various aspects of the CoP.

Please take a few minutes to complete this short, 10-question survey. Your responses will remain anonymous and your
feedback will be very helpful in helping us design online resources that best meet your needs.

1. What purpose would an online CoP for dissertation students dissertation serve?
2. How could an online CoP for dissertation students help you?
3. Please rank the following community activities in order of importance (1=least important and 6 = most important)

______Sharing content (e.g,, resources, links, articles)

_____Connecting with and supporting fellow dissertation students

_____Sharing ideas and strategies related to the dissertation with fellow dissertation students
_____ Working collaboratively with faculty

__Accessing experts (e.g., writing experts, methodology experts, time management experts)

Other (please describe):

4. What students should be eligible to participate?
A.  DCTE students enrolled in Dissertation |, Il, or Continuing Dissertation
B. DCTE students enrolled in an 800-level directed research course, Dissertation |, Il, or Continuing Dissertation
C. Al DCTE students regardless of what stage they are at in the program.

D. Other (please describe):

5. Inaddition to students, who else should participate as members in the CoP and what contribution could they make (e.g.,
other GSCIS doctoral students, faculty, others outside of GSCIS)?

6. How do you see your role in the community? What do you feel you could or should contribute?
7. What do you think you will gain by participating in the community?

8. What tools should be considered to support the community (e.g., for communication and collaboration, resource sharing,
etc)?

9. What kinds of information and resources should be shared in the community?

10. What additional suggestions do you have that we should consider as we design a dissertation community of practice?
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APPENDIX B

Invitation to Pilot Participants to Participate in the CoP

Hello everyone,

I want to let you know that our online instructional design research community is now live. | have added each of you to both
the site and the Google Groups (embedded within the site) using the gmail addresses you gave me.

Please do three things for me:

1. Add this site to your list of bookmarks or put it somewhere that you have easy access. The web site is: https://sites.google.
com/site/iddcop/

2. Please visit the site to make sure you have access to it as well as the Discussion Forum (Google Groups). If you have
problems accessing either, please let me know asap.

3. Please introduce yourself in the introductions thread in the forum. To introduce yourself, simply click on the Discussion
Forum link at the top of the homepage and reply to the Introductions thread.

I look forward to sharing research interests, ideas, and opportunities with you. | hope we can use this space to connect with
each other and help one another as we move through the dissertation process.
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