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Introduction

The concept of community based learnining or cooperative learning is quite wide and covers many different practical applications at the various stages of teaching. The prupose of this presentation is not to describe all these practical applications. The reader can get familiar with these by reading the wide literature in this area (e.g. Sahlberg- Sharan, or Kennesaw University). Instead the idea is to describe the overall principles and essential contents of community based learning especially from the elearning point of view.

The basic principles of learning together

The starting point in learning together is that instead of teaching individual learners the teaching group is devided into group of 2-4 learners (Sahberg, Sharan 2003). In the context of joint learning the concepts of community based learning and cooperatiuve learning are mentioned. Community based learning is an action culture or working process, whereas cooperative learning (see f.ex. Kennesaw University) is rather a working procedure or interaction structure (Collin et al, 2003). Collin et al state that:

1. Community based learning emphasizes the development of cognitive and meta-cognitive skills and the mental activities typical for professional communities like the development of new knowledge. In the center of cooperative learning are issues like learning together and interaction.

2. The objective of community based learning is to create a conversational and reflective atmosphere into the learning environment whereas the objective in the cooperative learning environment is to create a joint product through cooperation.

3. The students in the community based learning approach are motivated to develop their own special skills and the aim is to create a culture of shared professionalism. The objective of the cooperative learning approach is that all students learn the same things.

The concept of community based learning is thus wider than the concept of cooperative learning. The emphasis is on joint responsibility in community based learning and shared action  (Vahtivuori et al, 1999). Achieving this in the virtual learning environment is a bit tougher, because the social presence is limited (Barkhi et al, 2006) and communication channels are limited. The various degrees of social presence can be connected to the use of various ways of communication (Short, Williams, and Christie, 1976). Social presence is a cognitive synthesis of factors like physical outlook, posture, facial expressions, direction of the look and the feeling of trust from the point of view of the person present in communication media.

Such form of communication with limited social presence is called unsocial, insensitive, cold and impersonal. These factors can have an effect on the way how participants act in the virtual learning environment (Haverila, Barkhi 2007). Reaserch has shown that social presence is highest in the face-to-face teaching followed by video, voice phone and wiritten text (Short, Williams, and Christie 1976). Computer mediated communication may decrease social presence by diminishing the available communication channels and thus lower the efficiency of group behavior when incentives are incongruos (Barkhi, 2006).

Learners learning interactivity in a demanding virtual learning environment may  avoid using media with low social presence to interaction which requires higher social presence.  According to Haverila and Barkhi (2007) when the motivation and the stimulus of the learners for learning are congruent (in other words learners are learning from each other as a consequence of working as a group and their competence improves), community based learning in the virtual learning environment is ideal.

The joint action culture, active dialogue, taking advantage of combined competence, congruent objectives (e.g. regarding schedules), group research and common problem solving process based on dialogue are essential issues here.  For example the virtual courses of Teaching Education Center at Tampere Polytechnic University are based on the principles of community based learning. In case the community based learning is not successful, one can try to find the reasons among these issues.

Communication in traditional and joint learning

The following images describe the second important principle in traditional and joint learning, communication.
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Picture 1. The communication model in traditional learning.
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Picture 2. The communication model in cooperative learning.

The traditional teaching model utilizes the so-called 1( M (one-to-many) communication, whereas the community based learning utilizes the so-called M( M (many-to-many) communication. The pictures above describe the fcat that the amount of communication in a relatively small learning environment grows significantly in comparison to the amount of communication in traditional teaching method. This is actally one of the cornerstones of the community based learning; More efficient and multidimensional communication in the group. The picture gives a  slighly incomplete point of view of the community based learning approach which actually is also process like and can be called as research based learning. This feature a  new important dimension to learning which is time, which further enhances communication in this learning mode.

With the help of traditional networking theory it is possible to evaluate the efficiency of the network with the Watts and Strogatz efficiency factor (e.g. Wikipedia, Watts and Strogatz model). This means that if the communication between all the nodes of the network is efficient, the efficiency factor reaches the value of 1. If there is no communication between the nodes of the network the efficiency factor reaches the value of 0. From the point of view of efficient learning, either one of these values might not be ideal. As one can see from the picture below the Watts and Strogatz efficiency factor varies in traditional learning mode (group size 16-24) between 0,13-0,09, where as  in the joint learning approach it varies between 0,33-0,22. The efficiency of the comunication is 150% higher than in traditional learning. This naturally corresponds with an ideal situation, which might not be achievable in real life. I have noticed this in my own teaching trials. It is clear, however, that communication is, with the assumption that learners are present with motivation in the learning situation, is more efficient than in the traditional teaching mode.
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Picture 3. Watts and Strogaz efficiency factor in the traditional and joint learning approaches (4 per team).

It has been stated above that one of the characteristics of the community based learning is that it is a process. Watts-Strogaz approach on the other hand described that the amount of potential communication ia much larger than in the traditional learning mode.The Watts-Strogaz approach gives a slightly distorted and statis point of view. The community based learning mode is also processlike, which probaly makes the Watts-Strogaz phenomenon stronger (see the following picture).
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Picture 4. The communication model in community based learning.
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