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Abstract

The purpose of this paper is to make the case that aspects that are community
important to higher education may be difficult to realize in text-based, asynchro-
nous, computer-mediated distance education environments. We begin this paper
by defining distance education and community. We then discuss why communi-
ties, particularly communities of discourse. are important. Three educational dis-
course communities are described and discussed in terms of how they can be
affected by distance education environments. Finally, the issue is examined con-
cerning which, if any, of these etfects should matter to higher education. We
conclude with the position that both instructors and learners should understand
the ways in which text-based. asynchronous, computer-mediated distance educa-
tion may be reshaping the social structure of their learning communities. We sug-
gest areas for further study into this important issue.

Introduction

There is accumulating evidence that higher education is undergoing
significant change, especially with respect to the adult learner population
(those older than 25). For example, according to McClenney (1998), the
proportion of college students who are adult learners has been increasing
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steadily from 30% in 1970 to 40% in 1980 to almost 50% in 1990.
McClenney projects that the proportion will be greater than 50% in the
near future. A similar study by Levine and Cureton (1998) revealed that
only one in six undergraduate students is now a traditional student (at-
tending college full time, between 18 and 22 years old, and living on
campus). If educational institutions serving the adult population are to
succeed, then they must make efforts to meet such adult’s demands and
needs. To achieve success, according to Daniel (2000), educational insti-
tutions need o offer adult learners readily accessible learning services
that are tailored to their needs without having to deal with time-consum-
ing bureaucratic procedures. Not finding such service, adult learners will
seek alternative educational institutions (Frank, 2000). The result will be
a loss of status in the education market for those institutions left behind
(Griffiths & Gatien, 1999). Inspired by such arguments, many higher
education providers have begun to view technology-mediated distance
education as a way to meet the demands and needs of the increasing adult
learner population. Evidence in much of the current literature supports
the conclusion that text-based, asynchronous, computer-mediated com-
munication technologies remove many barriers to learning opportunities.
For example, these technologies can expand access to education and train-
ing, improve the quality of learning, and reduce instructional costs, as
well as garner popularity, have platform independence, be easily acces-
sible, remove time and situational barriers, and remove the biggest barrier
to learning—distance between places (Bates, 1997, 2000; Ben-Jacob,
Levin, & Ben-Jacob, 2000; Daniel, 1997; Haughey, 2000).

Clearly, there are many promises, prospects, and possibilities that
text-based, asynchronous, computer-mediated distance learning can pro-
vide, yet if we take a moment to examine the literature, we find that it
comprises mostly forecasts by authors who are biased in favor of the tech-
nologies through either an affiliation with a technological-based organi-
zation or a vested interest in the techniques, courses, or programs being
evaluated (Kanuka, 2001). We are left with an insufficient corpus of criti-
cal literature on the impacts that text-based, asynchronous, computer-me-
diated distance education may have on adult learning communities in higher
education settings. Although we do not deny that there are benefits to
technology-mediated distance learning, there are also shortcomings that
tend not to be voiced in public discussions on the merits of technology-
mediated distance learning. According to Comstock and Fox (1995), for
example, this relatively new teaching phenomenon gives rise to questions
about how this kind of delivery may be reshaping the social structure of
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higher education communities. Likewise, Kanuka (2001) has raised con-
cerns with respect to the impact on undergraduate social life, mentoring
of graduate students, increasing consumerist approaches to higher educa-
tion, deprofessionalization of faculty, industrialization of curriculum, and
compromising academic freedom. Sumner (1999; see also Welton, 1997)
asserts that adult learning communities (including those within higher
education) are being eroded by ““technocratic ideology, market driven logic,
and rampant individualism” (p. 73).

The lack of responses to these concerns indicates that there is a cru-
cial question that remains unanswered: [n what ways does text-based,
asynchronous, computer-mediated distance education reshape the social
structure of learning communities? By text-based, asynchronous, com-
puter-mediated distance education we are referring to those contexts in
which both the learning activities and the content are communicated to
the learners through the use of text-based, asynchronous, computer-medi-
ated communication software and learners are required to use the soft-
ware to access and complete successfully the learning activities (e.g., re-
ceive course credit). Interactions between the instructor and learners also
require use of the technology. Examples of such technology include inte-
grated distributed learning environments (IDLEs), also referred to as in-
structional management systems (e.g., WebCT, Lotus Notes, FirstClass,
Ole, TopClass). An IDLE is the integration of web browsers with text-
based, computer-mediated conferencing software.

The purpose of this paper is to explore possible impacts of text-based,
asynchronous, computer-mediated distance education. We make the case
that aspects of community important to adult learning are difficult to real-
ize with this type of communication technology and must be given special
attention when developing and delivering instruction by distance. The
focus is on communities of discourse in higher education and adult learn-
ers within these institutions. This investigation should be of interest to
persons working in higher education settings because text-based, asyn-
chronous, computer-mediated distance learning is rapidly being integrated
into their learning environments and a correspondingly larger number of
adult learners are participating in these kinds of learning transactions
(Welton, 1997).

We begin this paper by defining distance education and community.
We then discuss why communities, particularly communities of discourse,
are important to education. Three educational discourse communities are
described and discussed in terms of how they can be affected by distance
education environments. Finally, the issue of whether these effects should
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matter to higher education is examined. We conclude with the position
that both instructors and learners should understand the ways in which
text-based, asynchronous, computer-mediated distance education may be
changing the social structure of learning communities in significant ways.
We suggest areas for further study into this important issue.

What is Distance Education?

The scope of educational activities available to adults has expanded
over the years and has come regularly to include distance education
(Merriam & Brockett, 1997). When most of us think of distance educa-
tion, we tend to think of a situation in which instructors and learners are
separated by a geographical space and technology (print, video, audio,
and/or data) is used to bridge that space (Willis, 1993). These assump-
tions are reflected in the statement by Merriam and Brockett (1997) when
they speak of “‘the technological advances that allow instruction to take
place between geographically separated teachers and adult students™ (p.
10). When expressed in these terms, distance education can be described
most easily as a learning transaction where the instructor is removed geo-
graphically from the student. Although this definition provides a de-
piction of distance education that most of us can relate to, it does not
reflect many of the complexities that often are involved in distance educa-
tion, including, in particular, the many kinds of distances that occur.

The word “distance” may refer to temporal, social, cultural, psycho-
logical, geographical, and/or transactional kinds of distance. Any and all
of these types of distance might be found in a given distance learning
transaction (Evans & Nation, 1989). Temporal distance relates to time
barriers produced by limited time or conflicts in time that many learners
experience. Haughey (1995) notes that asynchronous Internet communi-
cation technologies have made the notion of time as a factor of distance
education almost irrelevant. However, the question that continues to sur-
face for us is this: “In what ways does electronic presence still leave
learners at a distance?” (Haughey, 1995, p. 4). Social distance refers to
an inability of organized groups to gather for the purpose of learning.
Social barriers in adult education environments have been referred to typi-
cally as **situational barriers” (Cross, 1981). In distance education envi-
ronments, however, social issues can arise from isolation, and these issues
are cited occasionally as the greatest barrier to distance education (Collette,
Kanuka, Blanchette, & Goodale, 1999). Cultural distance relates to the
differences between cultures that some learners experience. In distance
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education the idea of culture also requires a somewhat altered perspective
due to the possibility that learners may be not only in diverse physical
places, but also in different cultures associated with their place of current
habitation—a condition not typical of traditional higher education envi-
ronments.

Transactional distance is not so easily described. In simple terms,
transactional distance refers to the communication gap between the learn-
ers and the instructor. This space or gap must be bridged if learning is to
be maximized, even in environments that do not involve geographical or
temporal distance. As class sizes grow, for example, even students and
instructors in face-to-face environments are grappling with ways to over-
come this type of communication gap. The concept of transactional dis-
tance was first introduced by Moore (1973), who argued that we should
use the term “transactional distance education” rather than “distance edu-
cation” in order to make clearer the point that distance education is a
subset of educational events in which the separation of instructor and
learner is significant enough to influence their behaviors in major ways.
Moore (1991) asserts that transactional distance “is a distance of under-
standings and perceptions, caused in part by the geographic distance that
has to be overcome by teachers, learners and educational organizations if
effective, deliberate, planned learning is to occur” (p. 2). Thus, a physical
separation can lead to a psychological and communication gap that, in
turn, can result in misunderstandings for the learners. Because transac-
tional distance can occur in any form of education, much of what we know
currently about adult learning can be applied to the practice of distance
education. However, even though we can apply much of what we know,
the degree of geographical or temporal separation can transform tradi-
tional face-to-face teaching so significantly that new ways of facilitating
learning transactions are needed.  In order to reflect this view, distance
education has been defined by Moore (1988) as the organizational and
pedagogical methods of providing learning activities using various forms
of educational and communication technologies. This definition is used
in this paper as our understanding of distance education, which encom-
passes, as well, our many understandings of distance. Although we ac-
knowledge that “transactional distance education” more accurately repre-
sents this definition, we use the phrase “distance education.”

Until relatively recently there was a resistance in higher education to
offering learning opportunities at a distance. The reason for this resis-
tance was due partly to an inability of distance learning activities to pro-
vide, cost-effectively, the amount and quality of interpersonal interaction
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that is considered central to many higher education programs of study
(e.g.. small group discussions, Socratic dialogue, collaborative/coopera-
tive learning, problem-based learning, etc.; Kanuka & Anderson, 1999).
However, it is now possible to sustain these kinds of activities through
text-based, asynchronous communication technologies. In certain appli-
cations these technologies are also proving to be cost effective and acces-
sible to adult learners who are experiencing time, place, or situational
barriers (Bates, 1995) while also supporting the development of higher
order thinking skills (Bullen, 1997; Newman, Webb, & Cochrane, 1995).
Consequently, many higher education institutions are integrating text-based,
asynchronous, computer-mediated distance education into their teaching
programs. Clearly, communication technologies have made it possible to
remove access barriers that many adult learners experience. Although we
remain open to the benefits that technology can offer, Chandler (1996)
reminds us that technology is not a neutral medium. It is capable of re-
shaping our educational systems in profound ways. Even though tangible
evidence of substantial social and historical changes within our educa-
tional structures resulting from the use of technology may not be present,
there is sufficient evidence that the use of technology has had a subtle and
penetrating influence on many aspects of our lives, including the restruc-
turing of learning communities. To better understand these changes, we
must first provide our understanding of community.

What is Community?

Choosing to participate in learning activities is one way that we cre-
ate community. In a broader sense, community is a vehicle for creating
and maintaining tradition and social structure and is dependent upon spatio-
temporal relations. Communities have traditions that provide a basis for
individual identity. Tradition is the history of thoughts, feelings, and prac-
tices exemplified through such artifacts as story, song, dance, text, and
custom. Tradition is inherited through narratives of community existence
of which the individual is a part. Communities also have a social struc-
ture that (a) is derived from agreement, (b) is influenced by the kind and
quality of bonds and attachments among individuals, and (c) provides a
basis for individual identity. The social structure of communities is de-
rived from agreement on values and beliefs that guide or organize the
structure. Values and beliefs include those related to politics, economics,
law, social practices, and morality. The social structure of communities is
influenced by the kind and quality of bonds and attachments that exist
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among individuals, including bonds of kinship and affection. Finally, com-
munities have a spatio-temporal structure that influences the kind and
quality of social structures that exist. People and things exist in temporal
and spatial relationships. The spatio-temporal structure of a community
helps to constitute the relations among social objects. Education plays a
fundamental role in forming and maintaining community and, hence, has
considerable impact on shaping the structure of community.

Educational Relevance of Community

Community is relevant to education because it is both an end and the
means of the learning process. Education involves, centrally, initiation
into our traditions (Peters, 1965). Community is an end of education be-
cause initiation into traditions is initiation into communities of discourse
that enshrine those traditions—communities that encompass roles, styles,
conventions, standards, relationships, and understandings. Community
also is the means of education because education is conducted in, and
made possible by, communities of discourse: “The main work of teaching
is conducted by means of verbal communication” (Hirsch, 1987, p. 146).
Education is achieved largely through various communicative practices.
Engaging through language is engaging in the roles, styles, conventions,
standards, relationships, and understandings encompassed by a commu-
nity of discourse. In the remainder of this section examples of educa-
tional discourses are described in order to illustrate the varieties .of com-
munication and communities that ensue. The discourses enshrine three
major themes that arise in Western educational traditions. The first two
themes are that education serves to develop the virtuous and rational po-
tentials of human beings by introducing them to “the best that is known
and thought in the world” (Arnold, 1961, p. 245). The third theme is that
education serves not only to introduce human beings to what is, but also
to open their minds to what might be. We do not hold that these are all the
important themes in education, but they are central, enduring, and impor-
tant ones, and each leads to a particular form of communicative interac-
tion.

Virtuous discourse, which enables open and equitable communica-
tion, is characterized by communicative virtues that include patience, tol-
erance, respect for differences, willingness and ability to listen thought-
fully and attentively, openness to giving and receiving criticism, self-im-
position of restraint, and the disposition to express oneself honestly and
sincerely (Burbules & Rice, 1993; Rice & Burbules, 1993). Rational
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discourse, in which people are moved appropriately by reasons, is charac-
terized broadly as being reasonable, reflective, and focused. It is dis-
course in which individuals use their abilities “to judge the soundness of
information and inferences drawn from information, to produce credible
information and inferences, and to maintain clarity” (Norris & Ennis, 1989.
p.8). Emancipatory discourse aims at eliminating oppressive social prac-
tices and is characterized by a partisanship toward the oppressed. In
general, discourse is characterized by an inextricable relation between
language and power (Freire, 1972). Emancipatory discourse attempts to
harness the power of language to move one toward democratic social ac-
tion. Each discourse establishes a community through the creation of
tradition, social structure, and spatio-temporal structure. Each of the three
characteristics of community is discussed below with respect to each of
the three discourse communities.

Tradition is created in virtuous, rational, and emancipatory discourses.
Communicative virtues, such as patience and tolerance, are acquired by
learners in their relations with instructors and others who already possess
those virtues (Rice & Burbules, 1993). In rational discourse persons be-
lieve and act on the basis of reason. Developing rationality is aided often
by traditions that “‘enshrine conceptions of rationality which tell us what
counts as good reasons for adopting the tradition as our own . . . [and] also
tell us what counts as good arguments against objections to tradition”
(Worsfold, 1992, p. 331). The emancipatory discourse tradition is based
upon the assessment of relations in terms of power distribution and acting
to retain or reject those relations in order to improve the quality of life. In
each discourse type, by accepting the discourse, the learner comes to iden-
tify herself as a member of the discourse tradition.

Social structure also is created in virtuous, rational, and emancipatory
discourse. The social structure of virtuous discourse is derived from agree-
ment upon expression of the communicative virtues. The communicative
virtues are derived, themselves, from agreement on moral and ethical im-
peratives and notions of an environment that fosters the acquisition of
goods that are achievable communicatively. The social structure of ratio-
nal discourse is derived from agreement on the importance of reason as
the basis for believing and acting, and from agreement on the process and
requirements of reasoning. The social structure of emancipatory discourse
is derived from an agreement on the value or moral directive to eliminate
oppressive social practices from language and power relations.

Temporal and spatial structure is the third characteristic of commu-
nity that is related to virtuous, rational, and emancipatory discourse and is
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the one we shall analyze most comprehensively because of its strong con-
nection to distance education environments. In each discourse type, spatio-
temporal structure affects the discourse, the discourse community, and
the kind and quality of social structure produced. The spatio-temporal
structure of virtuous discourse affects the expression of the communica-
tive virtues. For example, the ability to interpret and translate one’s own
concerns and the concerns of others may be affected when those engaged
are separated in time and space. The intended meaning of an ironic or
sarcastic statement, for example, may be revealed in paralinguistic cues
(such as facial expressions, body posture, gestures, physical distance from
the interlocutor, intonation patterns, and volume). In the absence of
paralinguistic cues irony and sarcasm, for example, easily can be misin-
terpreted when communicating by electronic mail. Even the use of
“emoticons” (a short sequence of keyboard letters and symbols, usually
emulating a facial expression or expressing a feeling that supplements the
message) cannot communicate our many intended meanings as clearly
and as fully as intonations, facial expressions, and body language. Baron
(2000) argues further that, although emoticons pass along insider infor-
mation ¢o children and young adults, “adult users are less likely to find
compelling need for such auxiliary markers. What’s more, many new
adult users [of the Internet and email] lack access to models from which
to learn such arcana” (p. 242).

The spatio-temporal structure of rational discourse influences the
ability to compare and contrast the ideas of others. Comparing and con-
trasting ideas is constitutive of the social structure of the discourse. In
discourse that occurs in face-to-face settings, all are involved in a single
conversation where a flow of ideas develops over time. There is a time-
ordered progression in the comparison and contrast of ideas. The organi-
zational development of each utterance as imposed by time is clear. In
text-based, asynchronous, computer-mediated discourse this natural time-
ordered progression is often altered or absent, resulting in an alternation
or removal of the natural flow of conversation. As argued earlier, conver-
sation is essential in the building of community as we currently know it.
When the essence of conversation changes, so, too, will the essence of
community.

The temporal and spatial structure of emancipatory discourse influ-
ences discursive power relations, and oppressive practices may restrict or
limit individual expression and inclusion in the social structure through
which identity is formed. For example, a graduate student who reads an
article written by a university professor may send him, by electronic mail,
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positive comments about the article in general, but she may also question
some of his assumptions, admitting that she would never be so brazen in
person. In the absence of immediate time and proximate space, the stu-
dent is more confident in expressing criticism and in receiving the
professor’s response to her criticism. We can ascertain that text-based,
asynchronous, computer-mediated communication can change the nature
of educational discourse and, hence, reshape the structure of learning com-
munities in subtle, yet significant ways.

The Effects of Distance Education
Environments on Educational Discourse

When we analyze critically the aspects of community discussed above,
we can understand how technologically mediated communication can re-
shape educational discourse. Examining a few of the communicative vir-
tues illustrates this reshaping with respect to virtuous discourse. For ex-
ample, patience is the capacity for calm, self-possessed waiting. In dis-
course it involves waiting for another to think and articulate her thoughts.
Patience is time-defined. In immediate-time distance education environ-
ments, one expresses patience as one would when face-to-face because
waiting in immediate time is common to both environments. In text-based,
asynchronous, computer-mediated distance learning environments patience
is expressed by waiting for the other to think and respond, but it is a dif-
ferent sort of expression because the individuals are detached in time.
This alteration of the concept of patience is one way in which text-based,
asynchronous, computer-mediated distance education changes discourse.

Another communicative virtue is respect for differences. Respect is
prizing those human dimensions that make individuals diverse and work-
ing hard to understand those different from oneself (Egan, 1994). Differ-
ences include those related to race, gender, age, and physical ability, as
well as personality, idiosyncratic behavior, attitude, and belief. Even the
simplest human dimensions are understood differently when in the pres-
ence of another because the sensual wholeness of that which makes an-
other different is affected when mediated technologically. Distance edu-
cation environments affect respect for differences to the extent that they
affect the experience of differences themselves that are to be prized and
understood. Although it can be argued that distance education environ-
ments are more equitable because we cannot see physical differences, it
can be argued also that, because we cannot see physical differences, we
are less likely to confront our assumptions and biases involving them.
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The result can be that many equity-reducing assumptions and presupposi-
tions are left unchallenged and intact. This failure to challenge is another
way in which text-based, asynchronous, computer-mediated distance edu-
cation changes discourse.

Alternatively, there is the communicative virtue, thoughtful and at-
tentive listening. Listening refers to the ability to capture and understand
the messages individuals communicate, whether those messages are trans-
mitted verbally or non-verbally, clearly or vaguely (Egan, 1994). In text-
based, asynchronous, computer-mediated communication, however, lis-
- tening is reduced to attentive reading. When these types of environments
affect the ability to listen, they, in turn, also affect the ability to capture
and understand both the verbal and non-verbal messages individuals com-
municate. This loss can be illustrated by the communicative virtue, self-
imposition of restraint. Self-imposition of restraint implies a sense of tim-
ing and awareness in understanding the order and inclusion of turn-tak-
ing. Self-imposition of restraint may be manifested in text-based, asyn-
chronous, computer-mediated environments in the choice to refrain for a
time from posting any more of one’s thoughts until others have posted.
Thus, when one cannot see all participants, there is a risk that less gregari-
ous persons are absent from the conversation because, being out of sight,
they are overlooked. Moreover, non-contributors are commonly labeled
as “lurkers” or, sometimes, as “online voyeurs.” These kinds of pejora-
tive labels tend to create a sense of mistrust among contributors and, in
turn, can create feelings of isolation in those who choose not to, or who
believe they cannot, contribute. A question that arises is the following: In
what ways does a virtual social presence (versus physical social presence)
reshape our sense of community?

Text-based, asynchronous, computer-mediated distance education
environments affect rational discourse to the degree that they affect the
abilities required to engage in rational discourse. The ability required to
engage in rational discourse stems from the ability to engage in effective
interaction that (a) keeps discourse focused, (b) communicates coherently,
and (c) receives communication from others intelligibly. Keeping dis-
course focused involves managing the progression of the conversation.
In text-based, asynchronous, computer-mediated distance education en-
vironments, order is affected by discontinuous time. As a result, the di-
rection of the conversation may be altered, resulting in noncontiguous
and fragmented discussions, most often due to confusion about turn tak-
ing and lack of recognition of differences among participants in typing
speeds and in time spent contributing.
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‘Communication can involve the use of language, bodily behavior,
facial expressions, intonations, and other physical characteristics (e.g.,
age, race, sex). In text-based, asynchronous, computer-mediated
conferencing environments, one is reliant upon writing as the sole means
of communication. However, the written word communicates differently
from the spoken word and differently from the spoken word in the pres-
ence of persons. At best, the written word spells out in sequence what is
explicit in the spoken word (Olson, 1994). Text-based, asynchronous,
computer-mediated conferencing environments that fail to capture the
implicitness of spoken expression affect communication. Language can
be used further to describe the context, and though “it extends and ampli-
fies man, . .. [it] also divides his faculties. His collective consciousness
or intuitive awareness is diminished by this technical extension of con-
sciousness that is speech” (McLuhan, 1964, p. 79).

A second ability required to engage in rational discourse is the ability
to judge information and inferences drawn from information. Making
sound judgments involves the assessing of reasons and the warrant they
provide for beliefs, claims, and actions and requires a grasp of field-spe-
cific criteria and a general understanding of the nature of reasons, war-
rant, and justification as these notions function across specific fields.
Technological mediation may cause some students to “lose touch” with
the magnitude or scope of reality, affecting their grasp of specific fields in
the real world from which information is drawn and inferences are founded
(Soberman, as cited in Gooderham, 1997). Another ability necessary to
engage in rational discourse is the ability to maintain clarity about the
questions being asked, the assumptions being made, the meaning of par-
ticular information, and the decision being reached. In face-to-face envi-
ronments the organization of discourse and its clarity is defined in part by
the linearity of time. In asynchronous, computer-mediated environments,
maintaining clarity may become more difficult. Conceivably, such dis-
course can develop exponentially. Exponentially increasing discourse can
blur clarity because a message may evolve from any combination of mes-
sages before, a combination known only to the writer.

Text-based, asynchronous, computer-mediated distance education
environments affect engagement in emancipatory discourse when they
affect the realization of those requirements necessary for the discourse.
Emancipatory discourse requires love for the world and for persons and
denies subordination of agency and interests. An example is the brazen
graduate student, mentioned above, who overcame intimidation by com-
municating with a professor over electronic mail. When communicating
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face-to-face, the student viewed herself in a subordinate role to the pro-
fessor. Over electronic mail, in the absence of immediate time and space,
the student viewed herself as brazen enough to overcome her perception
and to communicate freely and openly with the professor about an article
he had written. Emancipatory discourse requires faith in persons’ ability
to engage in discourse itself and in persons’ ability to create and trans-
form through discourse. Emancipatory discourse also requires hope that
discourse can lead to eliminating oppressive social practices. Separated
by distance, there may be little opportunity for affirmation that engaging
in discourse has made a difference. Emancipatory discourse requires criti-
cal thinking in the assessment of oppressive social practices and in deter-
mining action to be taken that will transform realities of oppression into
those that contribute to humanization.

Why Educators Should Care?

Throughout this paper we have argued that certain features of dis-
course are more difficult or, in some cases, impossible to realize in text-
based, asynchronous, computer-mediated distance education environments.
In turn, we have argued that altering discourse alters the range of commu-
nity that it is possible to create. Other features of discourse are likely to
be altered, but we are uncertain of the nature of such alterations.

Community has significant ramifications for research on text-based,
asynchronous, computer-mediated distance education environments. First,
we need to investigate ways of maximizing the realization of community
in these kinds of educational environments. Second, we need to investi-
gate further the effects of text-based, asynchronous, computer-mediated
distance education environments on communities of discourse important
to adults within higher education. Conducting such research is a way to
meet a responsibility we have as educators to be aware of and to promote
educational techniques and technologies that best facilitate our educa-
tional goals. Finally, the construct of community should prove useful in
the evaluation of text-based, asynchronous, computer-mediated distance
education environments. Text-based, asynchronous, computer-mediated
distance education environments unable to realize the desirable goal of
community in its various educationally relevant forms might be abandoned
or supplemented by distance education environments that could. Dis-
tance education environments able to realize the goal of community might
be sought out and studied for their effects on other desirable goals. The
goal of community could serve to open questions concerning the aims of
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adult learning within higher education institutions. What is the kind of
community into which we wish to initiate our learners? What sort of
social group is it that we wish to (re)produce? What is the role and re-
sponsibility of education in the (re)production of this social group?

The precise effects of text-based, asynchronous, computer-mediated
distance education environments on educational discourse are not entirely
clear. However, there is strong reason to believe that this kind of environ-
ment does affect the social structure of learning communities and, as a
consequence, does affect discourse communities. These effects are cause
for concern because discourse communities are both an end and the means
of education. Stamps (1998) has argued that communities of learning re-
flect an ecological metaphor, connoting a system that is self-regulating
and self-sustaining. He warns, however, that ecosystems are fragile, and
certain conditions can damage a system’s ability to survive and thrive.
Given the fact that text-based, asynchronous, computer-mediated distance
education is becoming an increasing feature in the educational ecosys-
tem, it is important that we make efforts to understand the ways in which
it may be reshaping the social structure of our learning communities. We
need to continue dialogue on community, on precisely the kind of com-
munity we wish to facilitate, and on how it is that we wish to facilitate
community. Then we need to assess the environment of distance educa-
tion to determine its ability to serve these objectives while being ever
cognizant and vigilant not to compromise those same objectives in order
to serve technology.
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