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Abstract: This paper presents the Fully Online Learning Community, FOLC, model, offered as a 
transitional model for institutions addressing the challenges faced by higher education in terms of 
developing best practices in pedagogy and the implementation of online learning. Founded on the ideal that 
education is a fundamental human right, this paper describes how fully online environments can provide 
learner-centred, equitable, and accessible learning opportunities within problem-based learning sandboxes 
that are co-designed and co-constructed by learners and instructors. Assessment and evaluation are 
addressed as they are woven seamlessly through the learning process. Based on anecdotal and empirical 
evidence, the authors conclude that a dynamic and vibrant learning community can be established in fully 
online programs, and that these communities can have a democratizing effect on their participants. 

 
Introduction 
Higher education (HE) is moving in many different and interesting directions, partly in response to variations in 
student learning outcomes. Several sources, including the Conference Board of Canada (2016), eWeek (2015), 
World Economic Forum (2015) and the Ontario Ministry of Training, Colleges and Universities (2015) call for a 
paradigm shift regarding how employment (and learning) skills are defined and taught. According to Miller (2014), 
these recommendations align with best practices for learning, including: increasing collaboration and active 
participation, pursuing knowledge construction, facilitating discourse grounded on critical thinking, real world 
problem solving, and processes involving analysis, synthesis, and evaluation. 
 
Providers of massive open online courses (MOOCs), such as Udacity, EdX, and Coursera, are pressuring HE 
institutions to increase student access regardless of physical location or socioeconomic status (Rohs & Ganz, 2015). 
Many are going online to augment or replace traditional forms of learning. Allen and Seaman (2014) report that in 
the U.S., in 2013, 33.5% of HE students took at least one online course. Khan Academy, a website that provides 
thousands of complimentary video courses on a variety of academic subjects, attracted 10 million unique users per 
month in early 2014 (Murphy, Gallagher, Krumm, Mislevy, & Hafter, 2014). Additionally, millions of individuals 
consult other sources, such as YouTube and Wikipedia, to accomplish a task or study a concept. While seeking to 
provide greater access, MOOCs and online courses have, perhaps undeservedly, developed a reputation of leaving 
students feeling isolated, disconnected, and frustrated, resulting in retention and persistence issues (Lehman & 
Conceição, 2014). More deservedly, the claim that MOOCS provide greater access to HE is increasingly considered 
problematic because a majority of the small percentage of students who complete a MOOC already have academic 
credentials (Konnikova, 2014). 
 



In addition, with increased access to mobile technologies, education is shifting to a more self-directed and 
personalized model where “teachers, learners, networks, connections, media, resources, [and] tools create a unique 
entity that has the potential to meet individual learners’, educators’ and even societal needs” (Gertstein, n.d.). 
Downes (2010, 2016) advocates for the development of Personal Learning Environments (PLE) and Personal 
Learning Networks (PLN), since these can support the learning needs of individuals. Inside these environments, 
Downes (2016) suggests: 
 

Personal learning often begins informally, on an ad hoc basis, driven by the need to complete 
some task or achieve some objective. The learning is a means to an end, rather than the end in 
itself. Curricula and pedagogy are selected pragmatically. (para. 10) 

 
In their online teaching-learning paradigm model (T-LP), Coomey and Stephenson (2001) conclude that “the 
technology of online learning appears to facilitate a migration from traditional didactic modes to more learner-
managed learning modes if teachers and designers wish to take such a journey” (p.49). According to these authors, 
learner-managed learning mode characteristics include dialogue that is primarily directed by, and at, small groups; 
involvement of learners with tasks that are relevant to their needs; support and feedback provided by internal and 
external sources that are facilitated by the technology system; and an orientation toward the majority of decision-
making controlled by the learner. 
 
The FOLC model 
This paper presents the Fully Online Learning Community Model, or FOLC (Childs, vanOostveen, Flynn, & 
Clarkson, 2015), offered as a transitional model for HE institutions trying to address the issues noted above. The 
model (Figure 1) integrates a Problem Based Learning (PBL) orientation situated in a fully online environment and 
serves as the basis for a fully online program—the Bachelor of Arts in Educational Studies and Digital Technology 
(ESDT)—in the Faculty of Education at the University of Ontario Institute of Technology in Oshawa, Ontario, 
Canada.  

 
 
 
Historically, two primary theories guide practice in distance and online education: 1) the theory of transactional 
distance (Moore, 1993), and 2) Community of Inquiry, CoI (Garrison, Anderson, & Archer, 2000). The theory of 
transactional distance builds on Dewey’s (1910) and Garrison and Archer’s (2000) concept of learning as a 
transaction.  It recognizes that learning occurs in an “interplay” of context, environment, and individuals (e.g., 
students, teachers, parents). In distance education, Moore (1993) suggests that transactional distance is not about 
geography, but pedagogy, and his six instructional processes/practices that support teaching and learning at a 
distance underpin many of the same principles outlined by Miller (2014). 
 

Figure	2:	Fully	Online	Learning	Community	model.	(vanOostveen,	
2015)	

Figure	1:	Fully	Online	Learning	Community	(FOLC)	model. 



Generally recognized as a framework for “facilitating deep and meaningful [collaborative-constructivist] learning in 
a computer conference environment” (Garrison, Anderson, & Archer, 2000, p. 93), the Community of Inquiry (CoI) 
framework identifies three presences essential to supporting distance education: Social Presence, Teaching Presence, 
and Cognitive Presence. The FOLC model, however, is grounded in the General Technology Competency and Use 
(GTCU) framework and considers that a technology object serves as an interface between the user and: 1) other 
users, 2) stored information, and 3) information processing tools or software” (Desjardins, 2015). The GTCU 
framework identifies four interrelated orders of technological competency, namely, the Technical, Social, 
Informational, and Epistemological orders, which may be examined through use of the GTCU survey instrument. 
Thus, the FOLC offers an alternative to CoI and related models (e.g., PLE, PLN) in that it is squarely situated within 
the South-East quadrant of Coomey & Stephenson’s (2001) teaching-learning paradigm model. As such, the FOLC 
requires the co-creation of the learning environment in a collaborative, constructivist manner. 
 
As a process model with a specific control orientation, grounded on established praxis at a Canadian university, and 
built upon strong constructivist foundations (Dewey, 1897, 1916, 1933; Piaget, 1959; Von Glasersfeld, 1989; 
Vygotsky, 1978), it is important to distinguish FOLC from its generic cousin, the CoI (Garrison, 2011, 2013, 2016). 
Several key distinctions are apparent. From a technology perspective, FOLC construes the digital space and enabling 
technological abilities as integral to the online learning experience, not as indirect or exogenous variables (Garrison, 
2011). Furthermore, from a communications modality perspective, FOLC does not recognize asynchronous, text-
based discussion as necessarily better serving the goals of collaborative inquiry (Garrison, 2013). Rather, it draws 
attention to the evidence-based strengths of both synchronous and asynchronous technologies in relation to socio-
cultural contexts and learning goals of particular online communities (Rockinson-Szapkiw, & Wendt, 2015). 
Moreover, FOLC recognizes the profound strengths of synchronous video-conferencing technologies for allowing 
members of an online community to experience community members as embodied human beings. This supports key 
facets of the social presence (SP) aspect of the GTCU, including the building of mutual respect for the identity and 
cultural differences among community members; the development of trust among community members; and the use 
of emotionally rich and responsive communication via intonation, facial expression, and body language.  
 
Additionally, FOLC engenders a democratized and emancipatory control orientation, coupled with a constructivist, 
epistemological perspective that varies with CoI. This has significant implications for FOLC’s operationalization of 
teaching presence (TP) and cognitive presence (CP). With respect to TP, FOLC distributes leadership 
responsibilities, and collapses facilitation dynamics into the broader functioning of social and cognitive presence 
(Armellini & De Stefani, 2015). As described earlier, this implies that all members of a community share power, 
control, and responsibility respecting the nature and direction of collaborative learning; including elements such as 
selection of relevant information sources, choice of preferred digital devices and learning environments, negotiation 
of outcomes, and participation in processes of assessment. Within this democratized context, the professional 
educator, like a servant-leader, pursues the functional responsibility of empowerment (Parris & Peachey, 2013; 
Perkins & Zimmerman, 1995; Zimmerman, 1995), and replaces directive communication with communication that 
promotes mutual exploration, questioning, and challenge. With respect to CP, FOLC does not privilege any 
particular model of inquiry. In fact, CoI bases its operational definition of cognitive presence on Dewey’s (1910) 
practical inquiry model, considering it a generalization of “the scientific method” (Garrison, 2016, p. 76). Given that 
the existence of a canonical “scientific method” is highly contested, in FOLC, the establishment of credibility 
criteria for judging knowledge claims becomes a collaborative community endeavour. Consistent with this 
epistemology, FOLC fosters cognitive development through individual knowledge construction and collaborative 
discourse, rather than through the development of cognitive outcomes established by professional educators’ 
direction and control (Akyol & Garrison, 2014).      
 
Assessment 
The provision of valid and reliable assessment and evaluation strategies are an essential part of fully online learning 
communities. Authentic forms of assessments, in particular, have been discussed in digital contexts by numerous 
authors (Herrington & Herrington, 2013; Reeves, Herrington, & Oliver, 2002; McNeill, Gosper, & Xu, 2012; 
Herrington & Parker, 2013, Herrington, Parker, & Boase-Jelinek, 2012). FOLC’s use of real world tasks and ill 
structured problems that have multiple solutions is central to the learning processes involved, and assessment 
becomes seamlessly woven through the students’ tasks. Reeves, Herrington, and Oliver (2002) provide ten elements 
that are required for authentic assessment activities, including that they have real world relevance; are ill defined 
with multiple tasks and sub tasks; are complex and investigated over time; can be examined from different 
perspectives; and provide the opportunity to collaborate. In addition, authentic tasks can be seamlessly integrated 



with assessment; can be integrated across subject areas; provide opportunities for reflection and the creation of 
polished products; and allow for diversity of outcomes (Reeves et al., 2002, p. 564). 
 
Several authors identify the parameters for authentic learning environments and authentic assessment tasks. This 
paper contextualizes these elements with reference particularly to synchronous online environments (Reeves, 
Herrington, & Oliver, 2002; McCarthy, 2013; Rosemartin, 2013; Herrington & Herrington, 1998; Bozalek et al., 
2013). Literature reveals a general consensus about some of the key elements of an authentic learning environment. 
These include: 
 

Authentic context, authentic tasks, access to expert thinking and modelling of process, provision of 
multiple roles and perspectives, collaborative construction of knowledge, reflection, articulation to 
enable tacit knowledge to be made explicit, coaching and scaffolding, and authentic assessment of 
learning within the tasks. (Bozalek et al., 2013, p. 631)  

 
These aspects of assessment suit the 21st century context since today’s learners exist in a world that continually 
redefines itself. The roles of teacher and learner are no longer defined in traditional ways, nor are they embedded 
within traditional power structures.  Thus, assessment can no longer reside solely in the hands of the instructor.  In a 
co-designed and co-created environment, assessment must be an ongoing process involving critical reflection and 
ubiquitous consideration that is seamlessly woven into the learning process. Since the development of new 
knowledge outpaces our ability to keep up with content, many authors have re-defined the essential skills required of 
21st century learners. Several authors agree that these skills include the development of creativity, self-motivation, 
innovation, problem-solving, and collaboration (McNeill, Gosper, & Xu, 2012; Voogt, Erstad, Dede, & Mishra, 
2013; Kaufman, 2013). The formidable challenge for institutions is to work with learners to develop reliable means 
of assessing these learning outcomes. 
 
Within the digital world, students may develop these contemporary skills, only if instructors have the willingness to 
relinquish authority and level the playing field.  Since expertise no longer resides with the individuals of a 
professional learning community, the roles of teacher and learner meld. In fact, Palmer (1998) indicates that experts 
may actually prevent one from learning new material: 
 

Experts are people trained to know objects in their pristine form. This training transpires in a far-
off place called graduate school, whose purpose is so thoroughly to obliterate one’s sense of self 
that one becomes a secular priest, a safe bearer of the pure objects of knowledge. (p. 100)  

 
In the case of a FOLC, co-ownership of assessment occurs during development of the FOLC environment.  In this 
respect, FOLC can be viewed as an example of what Flavin (2012) refers to as “disruptive technologies” (p. 103). 
Flavin (2012) further notes that “when digital technologies are brought into the classroom setting, the lecturer may 
have to relinquish some of their authority, thus impacting on the ‘rules’ and ‘division of labour’ nodes in order to 
enable enhanced learning” (p. 104).  This sharing of ownership in the learning environment has been identified by 
Cochrane (2012) as one of the critical success factors in mobile learning:  
 

Pedagogical integration of technology into the course and assessment, lecturer modelling of the 
pedagogical use of the tools, creating a supportive learning community, and creating sustained 
interaction that explicitly scaffolds the development of ontological shifts, that is the 
reconceptualization of what it means to teach and learn within social constructivist paradigms, both 
for the lecturers and the students. (p. 125) 

 
The sustained interaction of individuals within the professional learning community is a foundational element within 
which authentic learning and authentic assessment can emerge in both physically co-located and virtual spaces. 
According to Voogt, Erstad, Dede, and Mishra (2013), “It is obvious that not only learners, but also teachers need to 
acquire 21st century competencies as well as become competent in supporting 21st century learning” (p. 408). In 
order to create authentic learning and assessment tools, teachers need to learn how to collaborate with students to 
design such tasks.  McNeill, Gosper, and Xu (2012) surveyed academics and found that many continued to target 
lower order learning outcomes, stating:  
 



While new technologies have sometimes been heralded as having the potential to address an 
apparent gap between the rhetoric of curriculum alignment and assessment practice in universities, 
academic practice is slow to change, and the uptake of new tools to support the development of 
higher order skills remains relatively low. (p. 283) 

 
Badge, Saunders, and Cann (2012) acknowledge that while students’ online attention is focused on sites with high 
activity rates, “engagement is more than participation, it requires emotion and sense-making as well as activity, 
these social networks are rapidly moving beyond their original purpose and are inevitably becoming part of the 
learner experience” (p. 2).  Thus, to engage students in authentic learning environments, and capture their attention 
and imagination, we need to use social strategies that empower students with responsibility to assess their own work, 
as well as provide valid critical feedback for others.   
 
In online environments, the rich, digital archive of learning that is created allows learners and assessors to curate 
evidence that emphasizes assessment for learning, as defined by Wiggins and McTighe (1998). This runs contrary to 
the commonly held myth that “assessment in distance education is more amendable to cheating” (Thompson & 
Wrigglesworth, 2013, p. 412). Hill, Domizi, Kim, and Kim (2013), and Dennen (2013), speak to the need for 
individual accountability for learning where the onus is equally on each student to demonstrate what has been 
learned. These views are inconsistent with the redefined essential skills required of the 21st century learner 
(McNeill, Gosper, & Xu, 2012; Voogt, Erstad, Dede, & Mishra, 2013; Kaufman, 2013). The distributed power 
dynamic and co-creation evidenced in, and required by, the FOLC, facilitates individual accountability for the work 
and the resulting respectful critical dialogue and critical discourse that occur within the digital space. 
 
Operationalization of FOLC 
The following description of the ESDT program is offered as an example of how the FOLC model can be 
operationalized. Utilizing these principles in ESDT program courses, instructors, teaching assistants, and students 
collaboratively function as co-creators of the learning environment—the digital space. Instructors begin the PBL 
process by publishing YouTube videos as modified Problem Based Learning Objects (vanOostveen, Desjardins, 
Bullock, DiGiuseppe, & Robertson, 2010). Students, in turn, use the YouTube videos to create ill-structured 
problems. Students bring their thoughts and questions about these problems to the hour-long, facilitated audio-video 
conferencing tutorial sessions. Acting initially as facilitators, instructors and teaching assistants (TAs) model a 
process of eliciting preconceived notions about the problems from the students, and offering challenges to their 
preconceptions (Bencze, 2008). Gradually, students wrest control of these interactions as they collaboratively learn 
while investigating the problems and build toward solutions. Facilitation requires instructors and TAs to learn about 
student cognitive understandings and emotional states, and then to act in ways that support and challenge the ideas 
as they are presented. Students collaboratively make choices about problems and solutions, as well as the digital 
tools they use while building their understanding of the problems and solutions. Periodically, students share their 
work and critique the processes and conclusions that were reached within their own group and others. All members 
of the community exhibit social and cognitive presence as they work at clarifying their problems and building their 
solutions to those problems. Since students and facilitators take on similar roles, the FOLC model acts as a means of 
reducing transactional distance (Moore, 1993) while simultaneously offering a way for students to move from visitor 
to resident within the connected, networked web (Lave & Wenger, 1991; White & Cornu, 2011; Jones, 2015).  
 
Conclusions 
One of the most compelling attributes of an online community is its inherent capacity for dynamic evolution. In 
other words, so long as students and faculty are present and engaged, the community will change according to its 
needs. According to Lock (2007), “the relationships, the intimacy, the negotiations, and the engagement of 
participants all influence the evolution of a community” (p. 130). In this sense, the participants of an online 
community shape the community in ways that respond to their specific needs. According to Downes (2016): 
  

Ultimately, if people are to become effective learners, they need to be able to learn on their own. 
They need to be able to find the resources they need, assemble their own curriculum, and forge 
their own learning path. They will not be able to rely on education providers, because their needs 
are too many and too varied. (para. 14) 

 



This view argues that a dynamic and vibrant learning community can be established in fully online programs, and 
that these communities can have a democratizing effect on their participants. These communities have 
characteristics that are described in the South-East quadrant of the Teaching-Learning Paradigm Model (Coomey & 
Stephenson, 2001). 
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