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Introduction

When the word “theory” comes to mind, I think of the term as an idea gathered 

through speculation and research.  Theories tend to hit or miss with individuals based on 

their personal beliefs, principles, or experiences.  When asked to look at the theories and 

frameworks of online learning, I evaluated my beliefs and experiences as a learner and 

teacher against that of Terry Anderson, Terry Mayes, Cathy Gunn & Mandy Harper, 

Mauri Collins & Zane Berge, Paul Kirschner et al., and Dirk Morrison.  In this reflective 

essay, I will identify and describe the educational philosophy that aptly aligns with my 

approach to learning in an online environment while analyzing my strengths and 

weaknesses as a learner.  I have yet to teach in an online environment; therefore I am 

unable to evaluate a theory based on teaching.  I will also attempt to identify the teaching

framework that I feel that I can best adapt to as an online teacher.

Educational Philosophy – Learning

In evaluating my approach to learning, I discovered that my learning habits, 

principles, and beliefs properly align with Terry Anderson’s online theory.  In this section 

on my learning approach to educational philosophy, I will analyze both my strengths and 

weaknesses along the lines of learning contexts and educational interaction as specified 

by Anderson’s online theory. 

The Online theory heeds the notion that effective learning is afforded through the 

web in four types of learning contexts:  learner-centered, knowledge-centered, 

community-centered, and assessment-centered.  An online learning format should allow 

all of these formats to be available to the student in order to successfully supply an
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affluent online environment.  In reflecting on my learning principles, I believe that I

benefit the most from both knowledge and community-centered contexts, but now that I 

have analyzed Anderson’s online theory, I believe that all are necessary to my success in 

the online environment and that I have benefited from all.  

In the learner-centered context, Anderson (2004) states that, “students will come 

to online learning with preconceptions gathered from both formal and informal 

experience in virtual environment” (p. 36).  Reflecting on Anderson’s statement

respective to the learner-centered context, I was one of these students that came to the 

online learning environment with preconceived notions.  I arrived at my first Master of 

Distance Education course with high hopes…expecting to see a slue of user-friendly 

software tools, glitzy multimedia applications, and an abundance of synchronous 

activities (chat, discussion).  To my dissatisfaction, these tools and functions were either 

non-existent or not up to the caliber that I expected.  It took until the end of the course to 

notice how cognitive-rich the asynchronous and text-based course environment was.  

Over the period of the course, I was able to find more value in peer opinions and provide

deeper thoughts and responses to the learning community, which was much unlike my 

past performances within the traditional classroom setting. 

Anderson described five opportunities for assessment in the learning environment 

conducted by teachers, peers, machine algorithms, and learners themselves (p. 38).  As I 

look at my progress through online learning over the past 2 years, time allotted for self-

reflection, study group feedback, teacher discussion/assignment feedback, and peer 

discussion feedback have been a contributing factor to my success.  I notice that all forms 

of interaction were applied:  student-teacher, student-student, student-content. The 
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outpour of feedback on assignments that I had received, and comments made to posed 

questions have helped me assess where I stood among my peers and if I comprehended

the content.

The community-centered context focuses on participation among students and 

how it ultimately establishes rapport among students, makes the atmosphere friendlier, 

and enhances shared learning. “Wilson (2001) has described participation in online 

communities as having a shared sense of belonging, trust, expectations of leaning, and 

commitment to participate and to contribute to the community” (Anderson, 2004, p. 39).  

Dissecting this comment, the learning community has been a great help to me during my 

progress through the program…I need the collaboration, I need the acceptance of my 

peers, and I need that sense of belonging to find meaning during study.  Without 

community-like features in the asynchronous online environment, the characterization of 

the environment would change to that of an independent study.  The student-student 

interaction in the online environment helped me to find solace during my graduate study; 

the development of interpersonal skills afforded by the student-student interaction in the 

online community has enabled me to seek help, view that I am not the only one to 

encounter certain experiences, and challenge what I have learned.  

The final context that I will discuss is the knowledge-centered context.  Anderson 

(2004) explained that students “need opportunities to reflect upon their own thinking” (p. 

37), in order to successfully develop or transfer knowledge.  Along the same belief, Bates 

(2005) agrees that “knowledge becomes personal and embedded within a context that is 

relevant to the learner’s own life and experience” (p. 56).  In agreement with Anderson 

and Bates, I have found that I have a broader understanding of content only when I am 
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able to connect it to my current/past experiences in personal and work life, or within 

analogies that properly fit the situation.  For instance, in the “Learning and Training with 

Multimedia” course at University of Maryland, University College, I was tasked with an 

assignment to write a proposal for a multimedia-based course.  At first, this seemed like a 

daunting task since I had never written a proposal, but due to the fact that I attended a 

project coordinator course offered by my employer that taught me keys to writing certain 

pieces of a proposal, I was able to connect what I already knew about proposal writing to 

what I learned in the Learning and Training with Multimedia course.  I exceeded my 

expectations and achieved an above average grade on my proposal.

Online Framework – Teaching

In evaluating my instructional approach, the framework that I would best adapt to 

in an online environment is Collins & Berge’s framework on facilitating interaction in 

computer mediated online courses.  In this section on teaching framework, I will analyze 

my capabilities as a teacher along the lines of pedagogical, social, managerial, and 

technical approaches as specified by Collins & Berge.

Collins & Berge’s framework on facilitating interaction in computer mediated 

communication (CMC) courses focuses on how to promote interaction in the online 

classroom by utilizing the role as a facilitator in relation to pedagogical, social, 

managerial, and technical areas.  Reflecting on my past experiences as an instructor in the 

face-to-face traditional classroom, the transition to the online instructor/facilitator role 

would be somewhat difficult.  I have great technical skills due to my ongoing study in 

microcomputer systems and instructional computer-based training design, and 

pedagogical skills analyzing motivation and learner analysis.  Though I could handle the 
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pedagogical and technical areas, I would need training and practice to succeed in the 

social and management areas.

The pedagogical role of the instructor in the CMC environment requires 

encouraging participation, establishing clear objectives, and much more. (Berge, n.d.).  I 

am positive that I would be able to encourage participation since I hold motivation at the 

epicenter of my pedagogical principles.  The pedagogical role could be accomplished by 

reminding students of the impact of participation to their final grade, and that 

participation may assist with writing assignments.  I could ensure that online participation 

is appreciated by giving the students praise and promoting students’ contributions as 

examples to the other students on an infrequent basis.  Promoting any particular student’s 

contribution could be used as motivation towards the other students.  The expectation of 

this action would be that the student work hard to provide in-depth contributions to 

threaded discussion to also receive praise from the instructor…in other words, they are 

seeking acceptance from the instructor.

Collins & Berge (1995) suggest creating a “social and friendly” environment (p. 

8).  This environment can be accomplished by requesting student introductions, accepting 

lurkers, and resolving adverse behavior (Berge, n.d.).  As a disadvantage to the social role 

of the online instructor/facilitator, I do not possess the social or managerial skills to 

reverse negative behavior in the online environment.  I am confident that I would be able

to create a positive environment during the initial days of the course.  Creating this

positive environment during the very first week of the course is detrimental to 

establishing a community and ensuring social interaction among the instructor and 

students.  This can be accomplished by conducting ice-breaker activities such as 
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scavenger biography hunts or non-graded, non-intense group activity during the first 

week.  Collins and Berge (1995) also suggest “presenting multiple perspectives on topics, 

emphasizing the salient points” (p. 7) in order to encourage group interaction during the 

course.  Facilitating group work is another social recommendation of the 

instructor/facilitator according to Collins & Berge (1995).  I do not have experience in 

this area, but I am sure that producing multiple aspects of any situation is sure to create 

discussion and collaboration…keeping the discussion active is the area that I would be 

lacking.  

Conclusion

In summary, I have analyzed my strengths and weaknesses as both an instructor 

and as a learner according to Anderson’s online theory and Collins & Berge’s framework 

on facilitating interaction in computer mediated online courses.  As a learner, I accept and 

find value in all educational contexts and interactions.  These contexts and interactions 

pave the way for educational and social rich online environments.  “The single most 

important skill that all distance educators must develop is to make their students active 

participants in their educational programs” (Moore & Kearsley, 1996, p. 133).  This 

statement is still applicable to distance education since it was published in 1996.  

Students will learn through their involvement with their peers, instructors, and content by 

making the connection to their past experiences, therefore the instructor must assume 

many roles not only as an instructor, but as a facilitator in order to keep students actively 

involved in the learning process. 
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