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The limitations of current higher educational systems in the U.S., whether due to costs, lack of 
resources, or inability to respond to changes in student population and technological advances, 
are well documented. Online learning, especially through platforms such as MOOCs or LMS, has 
of late been touted as a panacea for the problems faced by traditional institutions. Although the 
use of technology effectively can provide alternatives that are cost effective, reliable, and possibly 
even qualitatively similar to face-to-face learning, most current efforts are limited in terms of 
helping learners due to their reliance on formal educational institutions as a model. I argue that 
to find other models that might work, we should look towards other successful examples of which 
one is online communities largely supported by discussion forums. Online communities, often in 
the form of discussion forums, encapsulate the very notion of “doing good with technology” by 
serving as a conduit for help-seeking and problem-solving by users who volunteer their time and 
effort. In this seminar I present findings from a series of studies that investigate how online 
discussion forums go beyond informational support and guide newcomers’ learning. Using an 
empirical approach that combines analysis of forum data with interviews with participants, I 
present findings that show that in online communities: 1) experts successfully scaffold newcomers’ 
learning by creating shared understanding, providing ongoing diagnosis, and fading their help over 
time; 2) interaction among participants generates a knowledge base that can be leveraged for 
future learning; and 3) new forms of media can support learning more productively when 
integrated within online communities.  
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