
Zhu Sat, Nov 8, 11:00 - 11:25, Pueblo B

 

 

 

Business Students’ Learning with Online  

Discussion Forums: The Case of a Virtual  

Classroom Community 

 
Jake Zhu,  

jzhu@csusb.edu 

Department of Decision and Sciences 
California State University, San Bernardino  

5500 University Pkwy, San Bernardino, CA 92407 
 

ABSTRACT 

 

This study examined what learning is and how learning was facilitated in a virtual classroom 

community using online discussion forums. Results demonstrated that learning in such a 

community was the active participation by the members of the community in the process of 

meaning construction. The construction of meaning in such a community was supported and 

sustained through members’ experience-sharing, peer-mediation and information-seeking. 

Knowledge was made available by members, who linked the community learning with their 

social surroundings, such as work places, families and the society. Thus learning in a virtual 

classroom community facilitates an environment in which learners could not only learn, but 

also learn to learn. 
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1. INTRODUCTION 

 

The advancement of information technolo-

gies, particularly e-learning systems, such as 

Blackboard™ and WebCT™, have enabled 

more and more organizations and educa-

tional institutions to take advantage of on-

line learning and distance education as an 

effective way to acquire information and dis-

seminate knowledge. These learning sys-

tems utilize the much increased telecommu-

nication capacity such as fiber optic net-

works, social networks and powerful modern 

programming tools for the web to support 

virtual classroom communities to facilitate 

learning. The result of this change, or more 

exactly this reality, has enabled an educa-

tional environment that supports distributed 

learning and just-in-time information access.  

 

Classroom as a community has been used to 

explore the educational characteristics of 

student persistence (Tinto, 1997). Rovai 

(2002a) and Bagley (2003) have called for 

classroom and learning community building. 

As in location-based community research 

(see for example, McMillan and Chavis, 

1986), sense of community is identified as 

what sustains virtual learning communities 

(Rovai, 2002b, 2003). According to Rovai 

(2002b), connectedness and learning are the 

two major dimensions of sense of virtual 

classroom communities. Connectedness will 

increase the community spirit, promote trust, 

increase interaction, and facilitate learning. 

But this line of research has provided little 

insight as to how to evaluate the effective-

ness of virtual learning rather than interac-

tion which is a traditional distance learning 

factor advocated by Moore (1992), who is a 

pioneer American distance education theorist. 

 

Interaction is a desired reality for distance 

learners when they compare virtual learning 

with what they can do in a traditional class-

room. However, even in a face-to-face learn-

ing environment, interaction does not guar-

antee equal learning among students. The 

Proc ISECON 2008, v25 (Phoenix): §3323 (refereed) c© 2008 EDSIG, page 1



Zhu Sat, Nov 8, 11:00 - 11:25, Pueblo B

 

 

purpose of this study is to make use of a 

qualitative approach to extend the under-

standing of business students’ learning in a 

virtual classroom community (VCC). This will 

complement Teoa et al. (2003)’s call for 

evaluating system features for sustaining 

virtual learning communities to promote a 

richer understanding of what is going on in a 

VCC. 

 

The purpose of this study is to answer the 

following questions: What is learning? How 

is learning facilitated in a VCC? The exami-

nation of these two questions is done in the 

context of virtual discussion forums using 

the Blackboard learning system. But before 

any attempt can be made to answer these 

questions, an understanding of what a VCC 

is needs to be addressed.  

 

2. VIRTUAL CLASSROOM  

COMMUNITIES 

 

A virtual community is defined by Zhu et al. 

(2004) as a social system where values are 

observed through member participation in a 

virtual environment in which technology 

plays a vital role. Here the value, member 

participation and technology are the three 

major factors that support and sustain the 

community activities. A virtual classroom 

community should be a social system where 

learning is observed through learners’ partic-

ipation in a distributed learning environment 

in which communication is enabled by infor-

mation technologies. There are at least two 

types of virtual classroom communities. One 

is the distance or web-based learning envi-

ronment; another kind of virtual classroom 

community is an extension of a traditional 

classroom where learners meet in a place-

based class regularly, but they can also 

meet virtually to interact with each other to 

ask questions, share knowledge, seek un-

derstanding, and learn in addition to regular 

class meetings. The latter is extremely valu-

able as a supplement to the traditional class-

room community where some of the learning 

activities can be moved outside of the regu-

lar classroom hours. No matter what type of 

environment it is, learning in such a virtual 

community is directly associated with learner 

participation. In other words, how learners 

participate in a VCC determines much of the 

community’s learning. With communication 

technologies that support learning manage-

ment systems, instructors can encourage 

students to form e-communities so that they 

can share knowledge, collaborate on 

projects and learn to work together in 

groups (George, 2002). In order to under-

stand the VCC phenomenon, an understand-

ing of the meaning about learning is impor-

tant. In the following section, a review of 

learning is presented and a framework is 

proposed for the purpose of evaluating 

learning in a VCC. 

  

3. THE MEANING OF LEARNING 

AND HOW IT CAN BE EVALUATED 

 

3.1. What Is Learning? And How Is It 

Evaluated? 

Learning is the extent to which a learner 

demonstrates the understanding of a con-

cept, a subject or a skill, and the process 

with which the understanding was obtained. 

To establish the basis for understanding, one 

needs to clarify two competing philosophies 

of learning: 1) Learning as a product; 2) 

Learning as a process. Jaques (2000) has 

framed a straightforward analysis of two ba-

sic conceptual polarities of learning: learning 

as reproducing and learning as sense-

making (p. 50). Thus, learning, on one hand, 

entails acquiring facts, memorizing them and 

the increase of knowledge, namely in pro-

ducing some kind of products, or mastery of 

skills; on the other hand, it means to make 

sense of the topic under study so that stu-

dents can have a better understanding of 

what is going on, or to understand reality 

that will enable the learner to perceive the 

world in a more and broader sense or view it 

differently. The latter can be only accom-

plished in a process of participation and 

meaning construction by the learner.  

 

However, an argument of which learning is 

better over the other is not the intention of 

the current analysis. Rather the presentation 

here will be focused on how different views 

of learning result in different teaching prac-

tice, and on how evaluation of learning is 

different when diverse evaluation methodol-

ogies are used. Educators, who adopt learn-

ing as a product, emphasize that teaching is 

to help learners to master skills. Mastery 

learning (Bloom, 1976) is an example of 

learning-as-a-product philosophy. In a mas-

tery learning classroom, the whole (of the 

content) can be broken into parts; and skills 

can be broken into subskills (Fosnot, 1996, p. 

9). The teaching of one unit is not complete 
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until the learners have mastered it, and then 

they can move to the next unit. The evalua-

tion of learning as a product is criteria-based 

or norm-dependent in which a set of stan-

dards are used to measure how learners 

master the subjects such as using standar-

dized tests and other norm-based assess-

ment forms. Learning as a process, on the 

other hand, emphasizes that teaching is to 

involve learners’ participation in problem 

solving and active construction of meaning 

as in the case of constructivism (See foe 

example, Larochelle et al, 1998). Fosnot 

(1996) has made a distinction of process-

based learning by asserting that “(r)ather 

than behaviors and skills as the goal of in-

struction, concept development and deep 

understanding are the foci; rather than 

stages being the result of maturation, they 

are understood as constructions of active 

learner reorganization. (p. 10)” Thus, learn-

ing lies in that “no matter how one looks at 

it, an analysis of meaning always leads to 

individual experience and the social process 

of accommodating the links between words 

and chunks of that experience until the indi-

vidual deems they are compatible with the 

usage and the linguistic and behavioral res-

ponses of others (von Glasersfeld, 1996).” 

The following table (Table 1) is a summary 

of the two competing conceptions. 

 

3.2. Evaluating Learning in the 

Case of a VCC 

 

Built upon the notion of learning as a 

process, modern research on cognitive de-

velopment indicates that the study of indi-

viduals’ learning has come to be embedded 

in social and cultural contexts and interac-

tions (Salomon and Perkins, 1998). They 

also believe that a focus on the individual 

learning in social and cultural solitude is in-

creasingly being seen as conceptually unsa-

tisfying and ecologically deficient. Thus, it 

takes learning to a social and group level 

from an individual perspective. Learning in a 

VCC thus becomes a social and group en-

deavor; therefore it is best evaluated using 

the principles of social learning theories. 

While the conceptions of learning and evalu-

ation methodologies explained in the preced-

ing section still hold true, social learning 

theories supply additional insights with re-

gard to understanding how learning is facili-

tated in a VCC.  

 

A substantial search of the professional lite-

rature on social learning yields at least three 

distinct factors that reflect much of the 

learning in a community: 1) social learning 

as an active participation in the learning sys-

tem (Jaques, 2000, p. 57 as he quotes Rog-

ers, 1983); 2) learning as an active con-

struction of meaning (von Glasersfeld, 1996); 

3) the social learning process as a way to 

help participants learn better (Salomon and 

Perkins, 1998). These three conceptual di-

mensions will be used as units of analysis for 

the kind of learning in a VCC environment. 

 

The purpose of learning in a community is to 

promote group understanding and collective 

knowing. Socially constructed meaning and 

communally distributed learning can be best 

revealed, according to Cook-Gumperz 

(1986), “by examining the implicit and expli-

cit theories which guide instructional activi-

ties in classrooms and the interactional anal-

ysis of actual classroom practice. (p. 15)” 

Therefore the principles of social learning 

can be used to effectively evaluate how 

learning is facilitated in a VCC. Following the 

research design in the next section, results 

from examining data generated by the vir-

tual discussion transcripts will be presented. 

The discussion of substantial benefits of 

learning in a VCC and the diversified implica-

tions of this research will then be assessed 

before conclusions are made.  

 

4. RESEARCH DESIGN 

 

4.1. Method 

The design of the study was qualitative in 

nature using a hermeneutic interpretive ap-

proach in the analysis of data. Interpretation 

here does not mean the views of the re-

searcher(s); rather, it is the critical analysis 

of the text for the purpose of determining its 

single or multiple meanings (Holbrook & 

O’Shaughnessy, 1988).  Our approach was 

similar to Lee (1991, 1994) who applied this 

particular method in organizational research 

and communications using an e-mail system 

and Srivastava et al. (2003) who used it to 

evaluate an expert system. Furthermore, 

interpretation can accommodate the under-

standing of a VCC in the sense that it is 

shaped by interpretive resources available 

locally (Holstein and Gubrium, 1998), and by 

rendering experience meaningful in a social 

environment. Human learning is a social 

phenomenon. What happens in a social 
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learning system such as a VCC is best un-

derstood through the lens of participants’ 

interactions and lived experience. Therefore, 

this approach is considered appropriate in 

explaining the meaning and process of 

learning in a virtual classroom community. 

 

4.2. Procedures 

Subjects were 33 undergraduate students 

from a business school in USA. The class 

was based on the quarter system where stu-

dents engaged themselves in a series of on-

line discussions about a topic on the expe-

rience and benefit of using e-commerce 

(buying products online). The sample was 

not random in nature because the intention 

was to use a small sample (an intact class of 

information management) to investigate in 

depth and over time about the phenomenon 

under study. The procedure lasted two 

weeks. Subjects could participate in the dis-

cussion at any time during the period desig-

nated. They were also encouraged to go 

back to the forums as many times as they 

wanted so that the responses captured 

would not be only snapshots of one time 

thought from the students, but were well 

thought of and revised knowing about the 

course topic. During the discussion, partici-

pants could start a new thread about the 

topic at any time as well as making res-

ponses to others’ messages. In this way, 

learning was not only an individual endeavor, 

but was socially connected and collectively 

constructed. 

 

4.3. Data Collection and Validation 

Data were mainly collected through the 

transcripts of the two-week online discus-

sions with which interpretation was made on 

how learning had been facilitated through 

this online class activity. For validation pur-

poses, we also required each subject to write 

a reflective essay on the process of and 

learning from the discussion forums.  

 

4.4. Data Analysis and Interpretation  

Data were sliced into three different concep-

tual dimensions: participation, construction 

of meaning and learning to learn. Data were 

carefully studied, coded and analyzed to un-

derstand how learning is facilitated in the 

context of the VCC. To ensure validity and 

reliability of the study, two strategies were 

employed: 1) the interpretation was pre-

pared by using an interpretive and interac-

tive approach advocated by Maxwell (1996), 

and Holstein and Gubrium (1998) with which 

learning as experienced by those participat-

ing in the VCC was made alive; 2) a half-

hour face-to-face discussion of initial results 

of the analysis was conducted by the re-

searcher with 31 participants (two out of the 

33 were absent) to ensure a comprehensive 

interpretation of their learning experience.  

 

5. RESULTS 

 

While this study was to scrutinize how learn-

ing was facilitated or how it was made poss-

ible in the VCC, we started examining how 

learning is experienced by participants with 

carefully analyzing the pieces of texts gen-

erated by the discussion forums. Three ma-

jor areas of learning were identified as mea-

ningful to the learners. 

 

5.1. Active Participation as a Learning 

Process in the VCC Using Online Discus-

sions 

Subjects’ active participation in the learning 

process through online discussions about an 

academic topic could be illustrated in the 

following three areas: 1) the number of 

messages each participant contributed; 2) 

the number of times a message was read on 

the average; 3) the length and the quality of 

the majority of the messages that the partic-

ipants posted. 

  

Overall, thirty-three participants posted 144 

pieces of messages during the two-week 

period about the topic, an average of over 

4.24 each. The Blackboard system has a 

function to track statistics for activities and 

participants. All the 144 messages were read 

1509 times in total by the 33 participants. It 

means that each message was read 10.5 

times on the average, and each member of 

the virtual classroom community read an 

average of 45.7 messages. Another way to 

put it is that either over one third of all the 

participants read all the messages, or each 

member read over 30 percent of all the 

messages, or a combination that would re-

flect the above statistics, indicating that 

there was an active participation among the 

community members.  

 

While the number of messages posted and 

times each message read do not necessarily 

reflect quality of learning, the length and the 

quality of the messages will provide addi-

tional weights in asserting that members in 
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this particular learning community were ac-

tive participants. Whereas there were a few 

messages with 1 or 2 sentences, the length 

of majority of the messages ranged from 1 

to 5 paragraphs, and the average length of 

those had one third of a page to above two 

thirds. Even though some messages aimed 

at asking questions and soliciting informa-

tion, most of them shared their personal ex-

periences about the understanding of the 

topic – the benefits of e-commerce for indi-

viduals and why they had participated in 

online purchases. The knowledge and expe-

rience shared included, but were not limited 

to, the following: the positive and negative 

experiences both as buyers and sellers, on-

line banking, information security, privacy 

dilemmas and customer relationship issues. 

The way in which these issues and expe-

riences were presented had enriched the 

understanding of the topic by each member 

of the VCC and by the class as a community 

as well (See a more detailed discussion in 

the following section). The active participa-

tion of the members in the community was 

self-supported. 

 

5.2. The Construction of Meaning in the 

Community 

Meaning construction took place at different 

levels in this learning community. At the in-

dividual level, everyone’s experience about 

online purchasing started differently. Some 

had more experience than others; but most 

people indicated that they began to know a 

lot of things that they would not have known 

about shopping online if it had not been for 

the virtual class discussions. Some of them 

even showed a behavioral change intention 

as one participant put it when she replied to 

a message, which discussed how to save 

money and time by making online purchases: 

 

I never thought that way. I always 

saw it (buying online) as people just 

being lazy. But now it just seems 

smart. I went out shopping yesterday 

and had no luck. Maybe I will give on-

line shopping a try for the holidays. 

 

At the community level, students tried to 

help each other to clear certain confusion 

and to encourage behavior change as seen 

in the following message when one partici-

pant tried to ease the concern of a fellow 

student’s fear of using his credit card online: 

 

I can understand your reluctance; 

however, you have far chance of hav-

ing your credit card information ripped 

off through the more traditional 

means of shopping. I, too, was hesi-

tant about online shopping for quite 

some time. However, a few years ago, 

I worked for a company that 

processed credit card payments of In-

ternet transactions. No one employed 

or connected with the company ever 

saw any credit card information. It 

was all processed through our credit 

card service provider [contracted on-

line credit card processing agents] and 

we had extensive security procedures 

and firewalls in place to protect the 

card information.  

 

She went on to explain: 

 

Online shopping is the same as any 

other kind in that you need to be 

careful. Hopefully, one day you will 

feel comfortable enough to give it a 

try. 

 

The fact that this particular message was 

read 37 times indicates that majority of the 

students read this message and a few of the 

participants read it more than once. The re-

ply from the student who had concerns 

about using his credit card online indeed in-

dicated a change of behavior intention. At 

the community level, this would ease the 

fear of using credit cards online.  

 

Also, the way in which meaning was con-

structed was also a significant part of the 

community learning. While majority of the 

messages dealt with meaning presentation 

through personal experience, there were 

quite a few participants who had extended 

their learning beyond the classroom com-

munity to family, work and other social set-

tings, and thereby, connecting their academ-

ic learning with social life. Here is how one 

explanation of saving time and money by 

shopping online was evolved: 

 

My husband also agrees with this [re-

ferring to online shopping] and here 

are his reasons in detail: First, he sees 

shipping costs as a trade off or trans-

ference of costs that would be in-

curred anyway if he did the driving 

and shopping. He believes that if he 
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has to drive to the mall or [a] shop-

ping center, the immediately identifia-

ble costs would be the fuel his car 

would consume for the round trip, 

plus wear and tear on his vehicle. My 

husband's belief, based on his exten-

sive experience in auto mechanics as 

a youth, is that all vehicles eventually 

reach a certain point of wear and tear 

where the vehicle will begin to break-

down and will need costly repairs to 

continue performing in a satisfactory 

manner. This "breakdown" point gen-

erally comes on after a given number 

of miles driven and hours in operation 

sitting in traffic, which can be reached 

in as little as four years. He believes 

that purchasing items online and hav-

ing them delivered, saves him the 

immediate cost of fuel and a future 

"breakdown" repair cost. Therefore, 

he believes the cost of shipping is 

money well spent. Either way he 

would incur an expense so, it is a 

wash. 

 

She continued explaining the cost 

differences between and online and 

in-store prices,  

 

Second, regarding a higher online 

price than a store price, my husband 

believes the increased cost is still 

worth it. Fuel and future maintenance 

costs aside, there is still the issue of 

his time spent and the frustration and 

anxiety of dealing with all the holiday 

crowds. Anyone who has done any 

Christmas shopping in Southern Cali-

fornia knows about the excruciatingly 

frustrating experience in just getting 

to the parking area of the mall, then 

trying to find a parking place, and 

then dealing with the massive throngs 

of people inside the mall and at the 

cash registers. My husband told me he 

would gladly spend extra so that he 

can avoid all of that and, instead relax 

at home reading the paper, working 

on his computers, watching a good 

movie or sports event. Or, better yet, 

spending time with his best friend in 

the world: me! (Incidentally, in case 

you’re wondering about my husband's 

detailed cost/benefit analysis on the 

merits of online shopping, he is a chief 

financial officer.) 

 

The benefits to the class, when the above 

message was read by everyone, would be no 

less than having a guest lecture from an e-

commerce expert. Collective knowing 

through meaning construction and different 

ways of connected learning increased the 

community knowledge significantly. The faci-

litation of learning in the VCC can be evi-

denced here.  

 

5.3. Participants Learn to Learn in the 

Virtual classroom Community 

Contemporary cognitive science recognizes 

that learning to learn is a fundamental as-

pect of learning (Salomon and Perkins, 

1998). One indication of the collective learn-

ing to learn in this particular VCC was that it 

was both explicit and implicit. Explicit learn-

ing was intentional. It occurred when a 

member had a question about the topic, or 

when there was confusion about complex 

relations among various options. This often 

happened in the form of a question. For ex-

ample, one student wrote after he read a 

message about online banking: 

 

I have never tried it and think it will 

be cool to use it. Can you tell us more 

about the online bill paying process 

and the value you see from doing that 

besides convenience?  

 

Again, another question was about the dif-

ference between the big brand name virtual 

stores and their smaller counterparts: 

 

Are good brand-name online stores 

the only way to go? Did anyone find a 

big difference between the big name 

virtual stores and small online sellers 

in terms of security and services? 

 

These and other types of questions were 

eventually all answered by peers. Part of the 

learning here was to learn how to get ques-

tions answered. Apparently, members of this 

learning community knew how to find re-

sources to solve their own problems.  

 

In other situations, members’ learning to 

learn was somewhat less clear and not al-

ways easily recognized in the VCC that only 

existed for two weeks; therefore it was, to 

some extent, implicit. Implicit learning in 

this VCC was sometimes embedded in the 

transformation of knowledge and values. 
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When learners understood the values of cer-

tain knowledge or a skill, and were corres-

pondingly excited about it, learning could 

have taken place (Cantor, 1995). Meaning 

construction was illustrated when members 

of this VCC were engaged in the discussions 

of benefits and values of making online pur-

chases. Although there were a few negative 

reflections of the practice, positive expe-

riences prevailed in the forums. These val-

ues and benefits could be easily transformed 

into collective knowing and motivating 

members to learn by becoming more in-

volved in the learning experience, thereby 

linking theory to practice (Cantor, 1995).  

 

Yet another implicit way to account for 

learning to learn in the VCC was when par-

ticipants “taught” (advised) each other. 

When the learner tried to teach back the 

topic to peers, or explained how and why 

concepts and relations should be understood 

in ways they illustrated, it helped others’ 

learn. While not all the messages posted in 

the forum were for the purpose of teaching 

other community members, the way in 

which the messages were presented with 

logic explanations, and the effort with which 

the students read them had formed a peer-

teaching and collaborative learning environ-

ment where not only learning and reflection 

occurred, but also the need and motivation 

to learn became evident, further indicating 

that the impact of peer-mediation in the 

process of virtual classroom learning was 

vital. 

 

Table 2 is a summary of the result. Learning 

in the VCC was the active participation by 

the members of the community in the 

process of meaning construction. The con-

struction of meaning in such a community 

was supported and sustained through mem-

bers’ experience sharing, peer-mediation 

and information seeking where learning to 

learn was an on going process. Knowledge 

was made available by members who link 

the community learning with their social sur-

roundings, such as work places, families and 

the society. Thus learning in a virtual class-

room community facilitated an environment 

in which learners could not only learn, but 

also learn to learn. 

 

6. DISCUSSION AND  

IMPLICATIONS 

 

Traditional ways of teaching are no 

longer working with learners whose cha-

racteristics are constantly changing. In-

structors must heed the call for conti-

nuous improvement and constant inno-

vations in order to engage today’s stu-

dents (Matulich, Papp & Haytko, 2008). 
When students’ immediate need is to get a 

job after graduation, instructor defined tests 

such true or false and multiple-choice ques-

tions are of little help to those who have no 

work experiences, and whose knowledge 

structure does not fit into the demanding 

modern workforce at the present time. The 

changes in modern business, in the work-

force and particularly in information technol-

ogies require universities to reconsider how 

business students should be educated. Edu-

cation is not a one-time investment any 

more as people used to think; on the con-

trary, it is an ongoing effort. There is never 

a period in history when learning as a life 

long effort becomes so important. 

 

Modern learning technologies together with 

the creation of virtual learning communities 

bring hopes to business education where 

traditional classroom, instructor-based 

learning can be supplemented with commu-

nity activities. Moreover, learning taken 

place in these communities is learner-

centered and self-directed like the online 

discussions by the students in this study. 

The understanding of concepts should ex-

tend knowing beyond textbooks and link to 

participants’ personal as well as social expe-

riences. This understanding is meaningful to 

the members of the learning community in 

that it is relevant to their individual as well 

as social life, and that it raises students’ 

learning experience to a new level, and 

serves as a changing force, in most cases, to 

motivate them to explore new domains of 

knowledge.  

 

The implications for this research are some-

what diversified. Besides the students, the 

research results presented here is able to 

benefit several other parties. For information 

system research, even though learners are 

those who make learning meaningful, it does 

prove that learning technologies can indeed 

facilitate learning communications. These 

technologies at least make it possible for 

learners to collaborate with each other in the 

VCC, removing the barriers of time and 
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place. They are very much desired by the 

North American business students who come 

from diversified backgrounds. This may have 

suggested another line of research effort 

about how technology facilitates virtual 

learning. For business educators, this re-

search serves as a call for a student-

centered learning environment and consid-

eration of a change in business school edu-

cation. 

 

This study was to gain insights into the phe-

nomenon of learning in a VCC; therefore it 

was exploratory in nature. Validity in a qua-

litative research refers to the correctness or 

credibility of a description, conclusion, ex-

planation, interpretation, or other sorts of 

account (Maxwell, 1996). Data collected 

were lived experience of the participants. 

The interpretation of facts and relations is 

based solely on the evidence from the tran-

script of online discussions. Moreover, during 

the face-to-face discussion between the re-

searcher and the participants about the ini-

tial results, students expressed that what 

was interpreted reflected what they meant 

and experienced in the VCC, suggesting that 

the interpretation of data remained a high 

level of being systematically objective. For 

understanding how learning was facilitated 

in the virtual business classroom community, 

it served the purpose well.  

 

7. CONCLUSION 

 

In an effort to understand learning in a vir-

tual community, this research examined 

what learning is and how learning was facili-

tated in a VCC using online discussion fo-

rums. In a two-week period, thirty-three 

undergraduate business students were en-

gaged in an extensive discussion of an e-

commerce topic. Results showed that in this 

particular VCC, learners showed an enthu-

siastic effort in the active participation of the 

community learning. This was supported by 

the number of messages posted per individ-

ual and by the number of times each mes-

sage read on an average basis. The active 

construction of meaning among the partici-

pants was another proof for the community 

learning. Meaning was shared and distri-

buted among the learners within the com-

munity. This meaning sharing was not only 

limited to individuals’ personal experiences, 

but also included those of their families as 

well as co-workers; thus it created a far 

more comprehensive understanding of the 

discussion topic that linked the learner’s 

academic, individual and social life together. 

This kind of understanding had much more 

relevance to students’ life, and it was more 

natural for them to act upon. This research 

also supported the notion that learning to 

learn is an important part of the learning 

process. It demonstrated that the reward 

was substantial in finding ways to bridge the 

gap of levels of knowing among different 

learners in order for them to simulate with 

the collective community knowing. Peer 

mediation in the community helped the less 

proficient learners to become accommodated, 

a way of learning advocated and interpreted 

by Waite-Stupiansky (1997, p. 16). Know-

ledge and learning were, therefore, distri-

buted among the members of the communi-

ty. 

 

Also in this VCC, virtual learning technolo-

gies such as the Blackboard system could 

efficiently support virtual learning activities 

and communication. This extended the tradi-

tional classroom discussion format to a vir-

tual level. There were substantial interac-

tions in the VCC as in a traditional group 

discussion. Moreover, it increased the power 

for anywhere and any time access by the 

participants. Different, however, from in-

class group discussions was that the capaci-

ty of this communication technology to keep 

all posted messages within the community 

for repeated review and comparison proved 

to be even more powerful. The virtual com-

munity discussions could exhaust more 

possible options for understanding the con-

cepts under contemplation, thereby max-

imizing understanding. 

 

The importance of this study lies in the fact 

that the results help research as well as on-

line learning organizers to understand the 

significance and importance of virtual class-

room learning communities. In turn, it will 

help to design strategies to create better 

online learning communities and promote 

learning to meet the needs of a modern di-

versified business students’ population.  
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Appendices 

 

Table 1 

Types of Learning Evaluation 

Learning as a Product • Teacher determines what to learn and what the 

outcome should be 

• Mastery of concepts and skills 

• Standardized tests 

Learning as a Process • Learner determines what is important in the 

learning process 

• Meaningful experience 

• Learning reflection 

• Social accommodation – collaborative learning 

 

 

Table 2 

Types Learning in 

VCC 

Value Examples 

Active participation Learning as a process in 

the VCC using online dis-

cussions 
 

• 33 participants posted 144 messag-

es 

• 144 messages were read 1509 time 

by 33 participants, each message 

was read 10.5 times 

• Message length and quality 

Meaning construction Individual learning and 

knowing 
 

• Individual experience Sharing 

• Behavior change intention 

Community learning and 

knowing 
 

• Help each other – clear confusion 

• Encouraging behavior change 

• Connecting academic learning with 

social life 

Learning to learn Explicit knowledge Trans-

formation 

• Question and answer 

• Resource seeking 

Implicit knowledge trans-

formation 
 

• Value seeking 

• Peer-mediation 
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