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405#,6-#& The concept of the classroom as a community has been shown to contribute 

to student course engagement. The research literature also shows that classroom 

community may also contribute to academic achievement as well. This study looked 

at some of the variables that might further contribute to an enhanced level of 

classroom community with both post-graduate and undergraduate university students. 

The study examined variables such as gender, mode of study and educational 

experience and their contribution to the development of a sense of community as 

measured using a Classroom Community Scale.  This study will show the relative 

importance of each of these variables.  

 

Short Summary: 

This study looks at the concept of the classroom as a community and examines factors 

that could contribute to developing that sense of community.  
 



 

Introduction 

There appears to be growing interest in the concept and function of a sense of learning 

community recently in the published literature. In the relevant papers here the 

development and support of learning communities are suggested as a way to facilitate 

student motivation, persistence and learning. For example, Booker (2008) has stated 

that the need to belong to a sense of community is quite important during an 

undergraduate experience, especially now that higher education institutions are faced 

with an influx of students from diverse populations.  

 

Linked to this challenge, of course, is the fact that many institutions have pursued 

flexible delivery options such as distance education and e-learning, leading to a 

decrease in attendance rates and face to face teaching/learning opportunities.  A lack 

of opportunity for face-to-face communication and potential interaction with teachers 

and peers, it has been argued, will weaken the development of a sense of learning 

community (eg. Palloff & Pratt 1999; Rovai, 2002).  

 

Rovai et. al. (2004) have noted, that research has indicated that a strong sense of 

community is related to the construction of cognitive knowledge and as well as 

increased student persistence and satisfaction, especially important for students in 

distance and e-learning courses where attrition rates tend to be relatively high (Carr, 

2000; Tinto, 1993). Of course, just what is meant by the term “community” remains a 

point of issue in the published literature. Osterman (2000) has pointed to the fact that 

multiple terms are used in the literature about campus community, including terms 

like: engagement, belongingness, relatedness and connectedness, An instance here is, 

for example, McMillan (1996, p. 315) who views a sense of community as belonging 

together, including a view that there is a trusted authority structure within which trade 

and mutual benefits progress from togetherness and a developing spirit that comes 

from shared experiences. Other researchers have added important points such as 

Cheng (2004), who sees a most important principle of community is one which must 

involve faculty and students in a common focus of teaching and learning.  

 

Rovai (2003) has gone further to distinguish two distinct aspects of a campus 

community: social community and learning community. Social community tends to 

be based on the sort of dimensions just outlined, whilst learning community is about 

the extent of students’ feelings about their shared group norms and values, concerned 

with how their perceived educational goals and expectations are satisfied by group 

membership. Here the learning environment or situation is important. In all the 

forgoing, however, it should be noted how different aspects of community could vary 

from situation to situation and, in a psychological sense, how difficult it is to 

operationalise the community sub-concept notions. Nevertheless, the concept of 

community espoused by Rovai is related to various classroom, teacher and student 

factors. It is a most useful one from an empirical research standpoint, however, 

because he has developed and tested a measure of classroom community (ie. the 

Classroom community scale or CCS) that also allows measures on two underlying 

variables as well viz. Connectedness and Learning.  

 

In general terms, the published literature does show attempts to research collaboration 

and culture as integral to the learning process (eg Colbert, 2010) using empirical 

analytical approaches. Some examples are as follows: Ritter et. al. (2009) investigated 



the perceptions of educational leadership, post-graduate students concerning how well 

their face to face, online and hybrid classes developed a sense of community, using a 

Classroom Community Scale which purported to measure sense of community, 

connectedness and learning. A greater sense of community was found in the face to 

face classes and in the hybrid classes than in the online classes. Connectedness was 

also statistically higher in these groups than in the online group. There appeared to be 

no between-group differences in the students’ perception of their learning. 

 

A study by Brooker (2008) examined student perceptions of their most and least 

favoured classroom community by interactions with faculty and peer group. A greater 

number of students attributed positive experiences and a sense of connection to their 

teacher in the “favourite” classroom. Female students, it was found, rated teachers in 

their favourite classes higher than male students. Other studies have considered a 

different focus to connectedness and community. For example, Colbert (2010) looked 

more at teacher beliefs, values, understandings and assumptions about their students 

and the need to recognise different student qualities and then redesign classroom 

interactions to connect content with student backgrounds. Other studies have looked 

at the outcomes of participation on intensive long-term learning communities 

(Etelapelto, et. al. (2005) or more important here, at the issue of classroom 

community and student goals (Summers & Svinicki, 2007). These authors found that 

classroom community was significantly higher when associated with cooperative 

learning classes, compared with lecture style groups, though performance approach 

was significantly lower in the cooperative learning groups.  

 

Vescio et al. (2007) completed a review of chosen studies on the impact of 

professional learning communities on teaching practice and student learning. They 

chose and examined 11 empirically based studies in this area and concluded that, 

overall, the results suggested that well developed professional learning communities 

can have a positive impact on teaching practice and student achievement. Findings 

included, amongst other things, greater teacher student centredness, increased 

collaboration and a renewed focus on learning and achievement. This later factor of 

the learning community had most effect on student achievement.  

 

Faced with the challenge associated with operationalising the concept of classroom 

community, one worker in the field namely, Rovai (2002) has developed and field 

tested the Classroom Community Scale (CCS) and determined its validity and 

reliability for use with university students in the USA. Following his study of the 

preliminary CCS, using 375 students from 28 different courses, he found that the 

scale did appear to be both a reasonably valid and reliable instrument for the 

measurement of classroom community. Furthermore, a statistical analysis of the data 

indicated two factors were involved; connectedness and learning.  The test instrument 

therefore, generates an overall measure of classroom community as well as the two 

aforementioned subscales. It should be recalled that connectedness represents student 

community feelings of cohesion, spirit, trust and interdependence. Learning 

represents community feelings of between-others interactions as they pursue 

understanding as well as the degree of shared values and beliefs about the degree to 

which their goals are being satisfied. Rovai et. al. (2004) refined the CCS further and 

after examining their further data on validity and reliability measures, concluded that 

there was now sufficient evidence to use the CCS in educational research. The 

instrument will be used in the present research. 



 

It is interesting to note that the results from Rovai’s (2002) study showed that 

Classroom Community scores were relatively stable across ethnic groups and by 

course content area. Rovai also claimed some evidence that female students on 

average, possessed a significantly higher mean Classroom Community score, 

particularly on the factor of connectedness. Rovai and his colleagues also think that 

educational maturity might also have some effect on sense of community. There 

appears to have been a rather limited number of published studies which have used 

the CCS in university settings. Rovai (2002b) once again used the scale to find a 

significant relationship existed between Classroom Community and perceived 

cognitive learning but only with online learners. He argued this was because those 

learners with a perceived sense of community, should feel less isolated and have 

greater satisfaction with their academic work. The major problem here, however, was 

that no independent measure(s) of learning was undertaken; results were based on 

their own perception. Furthermore, improved learning may lead to an increased sense 

of community and not vice-versa. A further issue worthy of note is a recent finding of 

Drouin and Vartanian (2010), who reported from their study that fewer than half of all 

students in full-time classes and one-third of students in on-line classes expressed any 

desire for a sense of community in their classes at all. 

 

Nevertheless the use of the CCS as a useful educational research tool was further 

enhanced by a study by Dawson (2006) using 464 Australian university students. 

Again the students’ data was obtained from online courses but it did demonstrate the 

existence of a significant positive relationship between the frequency of student 

communication and a sense of community as measure by Rovai’s (2002) CCS. Given 

the relatively focussed and limited use of the CCS so far, it was decided to use the 

CCS with a group of university students of diverse backgrounds, university 

experiences and gender. Two sub groups of students represented separately both post-

graduate and undergraduate students, whilst within these groups further subgroups of 

female and male students were identified for closer analysis. Based on limited past 

research evidence it was predicted that the female students might report, on average, a 

higher sense of community than would the males. 
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The participants were all current students enrolled in education or organisational 

learning courses at a major Australian University. There were 62 students in all who 

completed the CCS. There was a mixture of males and females in each group, whose 

ages ranged from 19 to 55 years. There were 32 students in a Post-Graduate Group 

and 30 students in an Undergraduate group. The undergraduate students were 

studying full time, while the post-graduate students were all enrolled on a part-time 

basis.  
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The research instrument used to gather the data was basically the Classroom 

Community Scale (CCS) developed and refined by Rovai (2002) and Rovai et. al. 

(2004). The CCS is a self-report scale which, as already mentioned, measures sense of 

community. The scale consists of 20 items such as” “I do not feel a spirit of 

community” and “I feel confident that others will support me”. Some of the items 

examine a sense of connectedness in the classroom, while others look at it in terms of 

the learning environment. A 5-point Likert Scale is attached to each item (Strongly 



Agree to Strongly Disagree). Total points were assessed using these 5-point items 

(some items of which are reverse scored to reduce response bias). Higher scores 

reflect a higher sense of community, as do higher scores for the Connectedness and 

Learning Sub-scales. The basic meanings of these two sub-scales concepts were 

explained briefly earlier in the introduction. Reliability for the CCS was found to 

be .93 (Cronbach’s alpha) and for the Connectedness and Learning subscales were .92 

and .87, respectively. Demographic questions were added to the CCS to look at 

variables that might cause the results to vary.  
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The data were collected during Semester 1. Students were all volunteers, under no 

obligation to complete the scale. The data were collected in 2 different small group 

settings within a week of each other (approximately week 4-5 of semester).   

 

'
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Descriptive statistics were used to determine results for the three key measures of 

classroom community, namely Connectness, Learning and Classroom Community.  

Table 1 summarises the average scores obtained from the CCS as well as providing 

similar comparative data from several other relevant studies, including a study by the 

authors in 2010, using different student groups.  

 

!"#$%&'('''Means for Connectness, Learning and Classroom Community (results from 

the author’s 2010 study shown in brackets). 

 

 

 

 

 

U/G 

Group  

 

 

P/G 

Group 

 

 

Rovai 

Group 

 

 

Dawson 

Group 

 

Connectness 

 

 

24.5 

(23.3) 

 

 

21.3 

(22.5) 

 

26.5 

 

 

22.1 

 

Learning 

 

28.4 

(27.1) 

 

28.6 

(29.1) 

 

30.2 

 

25.5 

Classroom 

Community 

 

52.9 

(50.4) 

 

49.9 

(51.6) 

 

56.7 

 

47.6 

 

Table 2 summarises the mean scores for females and males for each student 

experience sub group for connectedness, learning and community, whilst Table 3 

provides the percentages in each subgroup. 

 

Table 2. Mean scores for females and males for each student experience sub group for 

connectedness, learning and community. 

                                         U/G Group                                    P/G Group 

 Females Males Females Males 

Connectedness 24.6 25.2 22.2 22.2 

Learning 27.6 31.8 28.9 26.2 



 

Table 3.  Percentages in each subgroup. 

 

            P/G               U/G 

       Male       46%       54% 

       Female       49.5%       50.5% 

 

The overall Community scores for males and females (over both subgroups 

combined) were 52.8 and 51.7, respectively. 

 

A between-group comparison of the raw scores for females and males reported from 

the study for the undergraduate group and the post-graduate group was undertaken. A 

2x2 Chi-squared analysis by sub-group frequency tally (see table 3, however the 

statistical analysis was undertaken using raw sore totals) was significant at the p<.05 

level (Chi-Squared = 13.9). The males scored, on average, significantly less than the 

females in the P/G group, while the reverse was apparent for the U/G group. 

 

Discussion: 

Overall scores for Classroom Community compared favourably with Dawson’s, 

(2006) overall results for a sample of Australian University students situated in 

another state. They were also very similar to data obtained by the authors in 2010, 

using different subjects. It should be noted that whereas the students in this study 

were mostly enrolled in face-to-face, full time or part-time study, Dawson’s subjects 

appeared in on-line studies. Mean scores in this study were almost identical across 

postgraduate and undergraduate groups for the sub-scale of Learning community. 

There was a limited divergence, however, in the group mean scores for the 

Connectness subscale with the undergraduate group scoring only a little higher than 

the postgraduate group. It should be remembered, however, that in this study although 

both groups were involved in face to face activities, the postgraduate sample were 

part time students with job responsibilities, whereas the undergraduate students were 

enrolled full-time with only some causal job responsibilities. There was no real 

evidence of any differences though, based on prior level of academic and classroom 

experience. 

  

The results from this study for the Connectness subscale for the part-time student 

group were also similar to Dawson’s results for his mostly female (84%) post-

graduate students. The sub-group results for the Learning subscale were slightly 

higher than for Dawson’s subjects but did not reach the level reported for Rovai’s et 

al.’s (2006) subjects.  

 

The results obtained were similar to those found by Ritter (2010), who found a greater 

sense of community in a face-to-face rather than online situation.  One difference 

could be due to the more multi-cultural nature of the student cohort who attend a 

major downtown campus of a secular university, like the one used in the present study. 

Similar results were obtained by Dawson (2006), who also used students from a large 

city based, secular university. 

 

There was no ‘significant’ difference overall between the female and male subgroups 

averaged overall; the scores were very similar here. This finding is at odds with some 

prior studies, already mentioned earlier, where a significantly higher community score 



was found with female students. Some small but statistical significant differences 

were found, however between the two student experience subgroups. The females in 

the P/G group, on average scored higher than did the males, while the reverse was 

true in the U/G group. 

 

The results of this study are hopefully informative in terms of adding to the limited 

research literature about gender differences and the perceived sense of community 

connectedness and social learning focus, especially in terms of on-line and face-to-

face learning. Nevertheless, a key issue remains as Rovai et. al. (2006) have noted: 

the issue of whether an enhanced sense of community is related not only to reports of 

increased satisfaction but is also related to the construction of knowledge as well as to 

increased learning performance as this has the greatest impact on University outcomes 

(job attainment and further study). 

 

The results of Vescio et. al.’s (2007)  review of studies, indicated some positive links 

between “developed professional communities” and teaching practice as well as 

‘student achievement’. The reported achievement impacts, however, were likely to be 

student perceptions (via a survey) of their focus and the likely achievement of goals, 

rather than independently verified measures of learning outcomes. Indeed community 

feelings of connectedness, cohesion, spirit, trust and independence do not appear to 

have a causal relationship to learner performance. Yet this surely is a critical issue, 

which the present authors suggest would make for very useful further research. It is 

especially so if it turns out to the case, that improvements in cognitive knowledge and 

learning performance causally influence the community variables and not vice-versa. 

What this study may be showing is a reinforcement of the findings of Drouin and 

Vartanian (2010) whose students expressed little, if any, desire for a classroom 

community. Given the time-poor situation of many students who are faced with the 

demands of study, work and family this is perhaps not surprising.  
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