
Paper—Students’ Identities and its Relationships with their Engagement in an Online Learning Community 

Students’ Identities and its Relationships with their 
Engagement in an Online Learning Community 

https://doi.org/10.3991/ijet.v14i05.8196 

Fariza Khalid 
Universiti Kebangsaan Malaysia, Bangi Selangor, Malaysia  

fariza.khalid@ukm.edu.my  

Abstract—Communities of practice’s approaches have been proven to be 
effective in enhancing students’ learning as well as helping them to cultivate in-
ter-personal skills, especially within the higher education system. An important 
development in relation to participation in communities of practice is members’ 
identities. This study was conducted with the aim of understanding students’ 
identities in relation to their participation in an online community and how the 
dimensions of their identities correlated to each other. The research participants 
were 123 first-year students who were involved in collaborative sharing activi-
ties via an online community, using Weebly. Data was collected using a set of 
questionnaires that discussed four main dimensions of identities: personal, pro-
fessional, as learners, and as members of communities. Data was analysed using 
SPSS version 22. The overall findings offer a detailed description of students’ 
identities. A high positive correlation was found between students’ prior 
knowledge and their motivation, commitment and beliefs with regard to the 
benefits of online communities. The only dimension of students’ identities that 
lacked correlation with other dimensions was students’ openness. The findings 
highlight the importance of understanding different aspects of identities and 
how this helps to enhance engagement in online communities. The findings are 
significant in terms of establishing a deeper understanding on learning process 
within a social learning theory.  

Keywords—Online, communities of practice, social learning, motivation, ter-
tiary education, identities. 

1 Introduction  

In line with the existence of Internet connections and various Learning Manage-
ment Systems (LMS) available today, online collaborative sharing activities are con-
sidered an important activity to expand students’ knowledge and understanding. 
Through online discussions, assessment of students’ learning is also possible [1], [2]. 
An online learning community can be built through interaction among the members, 
i.e. through sharing thoughts, asking questions and providing feedback [3]. Sharing 
activities via online communities also allow greater flexibility than traditional, face-
to-face mentoring; they save users’ time as the users do not have to travel, but can 
instead work from their classrooms or at home and at their own pace [4], [5]. [6] sug-
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gest that discussions in online communities allow for in-depth meaning-making and 
help construct students’ understanding. This is caused by the fact that in face-to-face 
discussions, students do not have enough time to think before they give their respons-
es, but in contrast, in online discussions, students have ample time to read, think about 
and reply to the discussions. Moreover, discussions with online community members 
also allow the development of open and supportive relationships and friendships, and 
greater cohesiveness within the learning group [7]. Furthermore, if the relationships in 
online communities are developed informally, this leads to greater engagement than 
through the establishment of more formal relationships [8]. 

1.1 Factors influencing the level of participation in online communities  

One of the factors leading to participation in online sharing activities is trust, and it 
is stressed by [9] and [10] that without the element of trust, members of communities 
are not able to freely share their ideas and learn from each other. Trust is built when 
community members can overcome their limitations and lack of knowledge, which 
gives them the feeling that they are not alone with their problems. Trust is also devel-
oped when teachers are able to remove their fears of stepping over the professional 
boundaries of others [11]. 

In a community where members have different backgrounds and experiences, it 
can be problematic for certain members to accept others into their ‘circle of friends’ 
because individuals may have their own perceptions about their peers which then 
affect their engagement. Therefore, it is paramount that in the early stages, members 
of any community build bonds and relationships between themselves so as to develop 
a ‘friendly climate’ [12], [13], [14] and so that the values of trust and openness can be 
developed. In a friendly climate, people use positive words, accept group members 
and acknowledge others for their contributions. [12] found that the members of the 
online community in their study (nursing students) felt a sense of belonging to their 
community when they were acknowledged and felt validated by others. They posit 
that these are key characteristics of good relationships in online communities. Adding 
to this, [14] emphasizes the importance of ‘becoming friends’, as this will enhance 
cooperative activities among community members and, as an outcome, individuals in 
communities will be more likely to participate in and contribute to the group, knowing 
that their ideas are respected and accepted.  

There may also be hindering factors that obstruct members from fully participating 
in online communities. Researchers such as [11] identify that some of the members of 
the online communities in their study kept quiet when facing outsiders. Their analysis 
indicates that these participants felt constrained by their face-to-face teaching com-
munity. They were reluctant to participate in sharing activities through the online 
communities because of their rigid and tight face-to-face social networks. Participants 
in [11] study tended to share with existing community members and showed reluc-
tance to share with new members so as to retain their superior status. [1] describes this 
phenomenon as localism, by which members let their membership of departmental 
communities define their boundaries, leading them to fail to transcend these bounda-
ries to develop new communities with diverse groups of people. This is explained by 
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[10] as an issue of boundaries between members. When community members develop 
tight and close relationships with their peers, it is difficult to open the community up 
to new members, as letting new members in might influence the community’s current 
shared repertoire and practice. 

Another important factor is having sufficient time, especially during school hours, 
to get online. School leaders have a direct influence on their school’s culture. There-
fore, [15], [16] state that it is crucial that school leaders facilitate a culture in which 
teachers can become part of learning communities. When learning communities are 
developed within the school culture, teachers will be motivated to strive towards con-
tinuous learning [17].  

[18] Asserts that culture is the key condition that may influence teachers’ ability to 
exercise their agency and control change. Moreover, recent research has indicated that 
knowledge sharing, communication and learning in communities are all affected by 
the cultural values of individual participants [19], [20]. [10] write: People’s willing-
ness to ask questions that reveal their ‘ignorance’, disagree with others in public, 
contradict known experts, discuss their problems, follow others in the thread of con-
versation – all these behaviours vary greatly across cultures (p. 118).  

Another contributing element to successful online collaborative sharing activities is 
members’ individual beliefs and attitudes [14], [21], [22] regarding the activities 
themselves. When members perceive their online collaboration activities as useful and 
the platform as easy to use, they will become active participants. From the perspective 
of Reasoned Action Theory [23], an attitude towards an object or task may arise from 
beliefs about the object or task. Therefore, members’ beliefs and attitudes towards 
online tasks may influence their readiness to interact and share online. In turn, this 
may affect their motivational level. Self-efficacy theory, which states that ‘people’s 
judgement of their capabilities to organize and execute courses of action required to 
attain designated types of performances’ [24] stresses that the way participants per-
ceive their ability to carry out the expected behaviour is the most important precondi-
tion for any behavioural change, and may affect individuals’ responsibility, role and 
willingness to participate in reciprocal sharing activities. This means that when mem-
bers of any community have a low level of self-efficacy, it is difficult for the commu-
nity to survive. However, [25] believe that, despite this, given emotional support, 
members with low self-efficacy will gain more confidence and the desire to partici-
pate.  

Overall, the factors leading to participation in online learning communities can be 
summarised in two main categories: external factors and internal factors. External 
factors cover aspects like time, support and culture, while internal factors include 
trust, openness, beliefs, self-efficacy and attitudes. Internal factors are closely related 
to identities; [26] stress that how members participate in, perform and commit to any 
activities is determined by their identities, and that an understanding of members’ 
identities is central to any analysis of their effectiveness, work and lives. [26] also 
states that identity plays an important role in providing a rationale for understanding 
why and how members are committed to their communities. The significance of the 
issue of identity in learning communities is highlighted by [27]: Issues of identity are 
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an integral aspect of a social theory of learning and are thus inseparable from issues 
of practice, community and meaning. (p. 145)  

1.2 Factors influencing the level of participation in online communities  

A simple definition of identity is posited by [28] as ‘what makes you similar to 
yourself and different from others’ (p. 3). Meanwhile, [29] offer the concept of identi-
ty as ‘who or what someone is, the various meanings someone can attach to oneself or 
the meaning attributed to oneself by others’ (p. 282). [30] conducted her research 
using a qualitative approach which involved data generation from in-depth interviews 
with her respondents. This study utilised the dimensions of identities as a framework, 
and changed the sub-categories that arose from the qualitative analysis into a set of 
questionnaires. The aims of this study were to identify students’ identities in relation 
to their participation in online communities using the four dimensions of identities 
[30] and to measure the relationships between the different dimensions of identities.  

[30] Focuses on understanding the dimensions of identities in relation to their par-
ticipation in online communities. The analysis of her qualitative data, using a ground-
ed approach for data analysis, showed four emerging dimensions of identities:  per-
sonal identities, professional identities, learner identities and community member 
identities (Figure 1). Personal identities cover community members’ personal back-
grounds, e.g. their age, gender, and degree programme. Professional identities entail 
members’ perceived prior knowledge and experience in using online sharing applica-
tions, their motivation to participate in online communities and their commitment to 
participating in online sharing activities.  

Learners’ identities cover participants’ beliefs in the benefits of online communi-
ties, and their sharing preferences. Sharing preferences are constituted by three sub-
categories, namely:  

• The topics of discussions they preferred 
• Their preferred means of participation, e.g. verbal rather than textual, giving rather 

than receiving or vice-versa 

Their preferred medium of sharing, i.e. virtual or face-to-face discussions. Com-
munity member identities entail participants’ perceived roles as members of online 
communities and their openness in relation to accepting comments from others, initi-
ating new topics for discussion, and sharing their comments or thoughts, as well as 
teachers’ preferences regarding who should become a member of their community 
and the extent to which teachers could give and take in their communities. 
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Fig. 1. Dimensions of Identities in Online Learning Communities (Khalid, 2013) 

Computers in Education is a compulsory subject for first-year students in the Fac-
ulty of Education, Universiti Kebangsaan Malaysia. A website was created for this 
course which includes not only learning materials, assignments and announcements, 
but also an e-forum space for all students to share their thoughts and ideas (Figure 2). 
The purpose of the e-forum was to develop an online community that gathers all stu-
dents from three programmes together in a single online environment. At the begin-
ning of the semester, all students were briefed on the use of this e-forum, i.e., to gain 
ideas, share knowledge and seek support from other members. It was also stressed 
that in this online community, all members should learn from and with others. They 
were given the freedom to use whichever language they were more comfortable with, 
i.e. either English or Malay. They are also free to post any new topics based on their 
own needs. There are four lecturers for this course. The lecturers would consistently 
log into the e-forum to read students’ discussions and give their feedback or advice 
where needed. This research is conducted to examine the dimensions of identities 
among the first year students in relation to their participation in online community. It 
is also aimed to identify the differences of identities based on gender and programs, 
and the see the correlation between the dimensions of identities. 

2 Methodology  

The overall number of students undertaking the Computers in Education course 
was 151, from three programmes:  

• Special Education 
• Sports and Recreation 
• Teaching English as a Second Language (TESL).  

According to [31] sampling calculation, if a population is 150, the desired sample 
would be 108. However, in order to ensure the return rate was not less than the sug-
gested number, the questionnaire was administered to all students from these three 
programmes. The questionnaire was developed based on the previous research done 
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via a qualitative approach. The emerging themes were used to create constructs, and 
the categories were used as a basis for item development. The questionnaire was de-
veloped using Google Forms and sent to the students via the e-forum on Weebly. The 
first section solicited respondents’ background information, while the second section 
solicited their agreement with statements reflecting the dimensions of their profes-
sional, learner and communities member identities [30]. Participants were requested 
to indicate their agreement or disagreement with the statements based on a five-point 
Likert-type scale, from ‘Totally Disagree’ (1) to ‘Totally Agree’ (5). The question-
naire was pilot-tested to obtain feedback from a pilot test group from the target popu-
lation. On the basis of their comments, the necessary revisions were made to the ques-
tionnaire before it was used for the actual study. The internal consistency estimate of 
reliability for the conditions statements using Cronbach’s coefficient alpha for the 
pilot test ranged from .81 to .84. As recommended by [31], these values surpassed the 
minimal consistency guidelines for an instrument to be judged acceptable.  

In this study, an online questionnaire was disseminated to a total of 151 students 
who were taking the GE1155 course. Out of that total, 123 questionnaires were com-
pleted, making a final response rate of 81.45%. The data collected were coded and 
summarised for data analysis. Data collected in the study were analysed using Statis-
tical Package Social Science (SPSS) Version 23 for Windows. Descriptive statistics 
such as frequency distributions, percentages, means and standard deviations were 
used to describe participants’ background information and their perceptions regarding 
their engagement in an e-forum.  In order to determine possible relationships between 
the dimensions of identities tested in this study, a Pearson product-moment correlation 
analysis was employed. A two-tailed alpha level of .05 was used for the statistical 
testing. The strength of correlation was interpreted using [32] (Table 1). 

Table 1.  Coefficient of Correlation (Cohen, 1998) 

R Interpretation 
-+ 0.50 to -+ 1.0 large Large (Strong) 

-+ 0.30 to -+ 0.49 Medium (moderate) 
r = -+ 0.10 to -+ 0.29 small (weak) 

3 Finding and Discussions  

3.1 Personal information  

As shown in Table 2, of these 123 students, 33 were from Teaching English as a 
Second Language (TESL), 48 were from Special Education, and 42 students were 
from Sports and Recreation. In terms of their gender, female students made up 65% of 
the overall participants (n=80), while the rest were male students (n=43).  
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Table 2.  Participants’ Personal Information 

Gender N Percentage  
Male 42 34.1 
Female 80 65.0 
Programme N Percentage 
TESL 47 38.21 
Sports & Recreation  42 34.14 
Special Education  33 26.82 

3.2 Professional identities  

Professional identities in this study cover three main aspects: students’ prior 
knowledge of online communities, their motivation to participate in online communi-
ties, and their commitment towards their online community. In terms of their prior 
knowledge related to participating in online communities, as indicated in Table 3, the 
majority of the students had participated in online learning groups (M=3.99, 
S.D.=0.88) and knew how to search for online forums (M=3.92, S.D.=0.96). Howev-
er, the students also pointed out that participating in the online forum required them to 
learn new skills (M=4.09, S.D.=0.86).  

Motivation is vital in driving a person to take part in any community, as without 
motivation, they will not value participation and interaction in such a community. The 
analysis shows that the highest mean under this construct was for the item ‘I joined 
the online forums/groups as I think I need extra support to improve myself’ (M=4.05, 
S.D.=0.88). For the item ‘I participated in the online forums/groups because the 
members in that group are easy to get along with’, the mean score is 3.86 (S.D.= 
0.99). The lecturers’ recommendations also seemed to influence the students. This can 
be seen in the item ‘I joined the online forums/groups because my lecturer asked us to 
do so’ (M=3.86, S.D.=1.06). However, peers’ influence showed the least agreement 
among the students, as shown in the item ‘I joined the online forums/groups because 
my colleagues recommended it to me’ (M=3.55, S.D.=1.16). These findings indicate 
that the students were driven by both inner and external motivations. Based on the 
means for each item, it appears likely that the students were more driven by their 
intrinsic motivation, i.e. to be able to get support from others in order to improve their 
skills. However, mutuality in engagement (Wenger et al., 2002) has also been found 
to be an important catalyst to spur interaction and engagement among members of an 
online community. It is undeniable that, in any online community, reciprocal engage-
ment is crucial. Without this factor, members tend to disengage from the community. 
Although lecturers’ influence was found to be among the factors motivating students, 
the influence from lecturers was not as strong as the students’ own motivation to ob-
tain something from the community. A similar result was shown for peers’ influence, 
which had the lowest mean of all the factors. Indirectly, this finding shows the im-
portance of how members see and value their online community with regard to their 
participation in that community.  

Time can be a vital factor that influences the extent to which members would en-
gage in their e-forum. The third sub-construct under professional identities is com-
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mitment. Four items in the questionnaire related to the time students spent to log onto 
their online forum and participate in the discussions. The findings seem to show that 
the majority of students would spend time to log onto their online community forum 
after class (M=3.59, S.D.=0.99) or during weekends (M=3.47, S.D.=0.99). It was 
intentionally planned that students use the e-forum outside the classroom period as in 
the tutorial sessions they needed to spend their time to complete tasks and do presen-
tations in front of the class. The crucial time for them to complete their assignments 
was prior to the tutorial sessions.  

Table 3.  Participants’ Professional Identities  

# Prior knowledge Mean S.D 
1 I have participated in online learning groups to get new ideas  4.01 0.88 
2 I know how to search for online forums/groups 3.93 0.96 
3 Participating in online forums/groups required me to learn new skills 4.12 0.86 
# Motivation Mean S.D 
1 I joined the online forums/groups as I think I need extra support to improve myself 4.05 0.88 
2 I participated in the online forums/groups because the members in that group are 

easy to get along with 
3.86 0.99 

3 I joined the online forums/groups because my colleagues recommended them to me 3.55 1.16 
4 I joined the online forums/groups because my lecturer asked us to do so 3.86 1.06 
# Commitment Mean S.D 
1 I spent time during weekends to participate in the online forums/groups 3.47 0.99 
2 I spent time during class to participate in the online forums/groups 3.24 1.21 
3 I spent time after class to participate in the online forums/groups 3.59 0.99 

3.3 Learner Identities  

The third dimension is learner identities, which comprised two categories as shown 
in Table 4:  

• Beliefs in the benefits of online communities 
• Sharing preferences. 

Based on the analysis, it was shown that students were positive in terms of their be-
liefs in the benefits of their online learning community. However, the most popular 
benefit of online communities was the fact that the interactions in online discussions 
with other members helped them to enhance their computer-related skills (M=4.07, 
S.D.=0.87). According to Wenger (1998), members of a community must have shared 
goals. These students showed that the motivation for them to engage in their online 
community was that it enhanced their skills in using computers for educational pur-
poses. Another item that generated the same mean score was ‘Participating in online 
forums/groups enabled me to enhance my computer-related skills’ (M=4.07, 
S.D.=0.87). The overall findings show how students revealed their positive views on 
the benefits of their online community. Having a shared goal and needs within a 
community is crucial to guarantee that members will actively seek information and 
share ideas with others (Terehoff, 2002).  
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In addition, students also viewed their online community as a platform for their 
professional development, as can be seen in this statement: ‘Participation in online 
forums/groups is beneficial for my professional development’ (M=3.99, S.D.=0.82). 
This is in line with Lee (2007), who stresses the significance of a community-of-
practice approach for professional development, rather than a one-size-fits-all ap-
proach. This finding shows that an online community can be one suitable approach for 
the professional development of students in the Faculty of Education.  

Among the objectives of the online community that was set up for this study was to 
provide students with opportunities to share their learning and past experiences. Alt-
hough the mean score for the related statement (‘I learn how to manage my assign-
ments better through sharing experiences with others via online forums/groups’) was 
3.90 (S.D.=0.94), this is still considered as high. Students agreed that through collabo-
rative sharing activities in their online community, they were able to complete their 
assignments successfully. The mean score for the statement ‘Through participating in 
online forums/groups I could expand my networks’ was 3.88 (S.D.=0.92). This find-
ing indicates that for these students, expanding their network was not be their most 
important reason for joining their online community. This might be due to the fact 
that members of the GE1155 online community were all students from the Faculty of 
Education who already knew one another in real life. Therefore, being in that online 
community did not give them an opportunity to know others whom they did not know 
before. 

In relation to students’ sharing preferences, the findings indicate the diversity of 
the students’ learning preferences. However, the highest mean score was reported for 
the item ‘I like to share any topics with others’ (M=3.64, S.D.=1.01). Meanwhile, the 
item ‘I prefer to share only topics related to my subject’ showed a lower mean score 
(M=3.43, S.D.=1.04). From this finding, the fact that students prefer to discuss more 
general topics as opposed to specific topics via their online community was evident. 
In the GE1155 e-forum, students were given the freedom to initiate any topics that 
they felt were relevant, and the topics did not have to be related to the course (Com-
puter in Education). In addition, some lecturers also created threads for discussing 
topics like mobile phones, food etc. The reason behind this was that in a community 
of practice, the bonding among members is important, and one measure to enhance 
relationships among members was through discussions about light topics (Wenger et 
al. 2002).  

The item ‘I prefer to have a verbal chat rather than typing up my ideas’ (M=3.59, 
S.D.=0.94) reflected an important finding for this study, although the mean score was 
not that high. This finding highlighted students’ preferences regarding the way they 
communicated. It was indicated that students preferred to have a verbal chat rather 
than textual conversations. Perhaps they found that interactions in the tutorial classes 
gave them more satisfaction when they had the chance to have live conversations with 
their peers and lecturers, as compared to online discussions, which took time to get 
their questions answers or comments replied to. This could also be related to the fact 
that not many of the students frequently or consistently logged onto the e-forum. This 
could be related to the item ‘I prefer face-to-face discussions over online platforms’, 
for which the mean was 3.51 (S.D.=1.06), and where students also indicated their 
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preference for having face-to-face discussions over online ones. Another discovery 
regarding students’ learning preferences was the fact that most of them preferred to 
read others’ comments or materials rather than writing down their own: for the item 
‘If I were in an online forum/group, I would prefer to read what others wrote rather 
than writing my comments’, the mean score was  3.54 (S.D.=1.06). This finding is 
important to note as it describes students’ learning preferences and suggests a strategy 
to be used to enhance students’ level of engagement in online communities and how 
to ensure online discussions are satisfactory for students, as much as their face-to-face 
communications can offer.  

Table 4.  Participants’ Learner Identities  

# Belief in the benefits of online learning communities Mean S.D 
1 I learn how to manage my assignments better through sharing experiences with 

others via online forums/groups 
3.90 0.94 

2 Participation in online forums/groups is beneficial for my professional develop-
ment  

3.99 0.82 

3 Through participating in online forums/groups I can expand my networks 3.88 0.92 
4 Participating in online forums/groups enabled me to enhance my computer-

related skills  
4.07 0.87 

5 Participating in online forums/groups will not be the same as face-to-face forums 
in terms of their benefits  

3.96 0.88 

# Sharing preferences Mean S.D 
1 If I were in an online forum/group, I would prefer to read what others wrote 

rather than writing my own comments  
3.54 1.06 

2 I prefer to have verbal chats rather than typing up my ideas  3.59 0.94 
3 I prefer face-to-face discussions over online platforms 3.51 1.00 
4 I like to share any topics with others  3.64 1.01 
5 I prefer to share only topics related to my subject  3.43 1.04 
6 I prefer to share stories of my experiences with others  3.59 1.00 

3.4 Community member identities  

The final dimension is community member identities, which is comprised of two 
sub-dimensions:  

• Perceived role in the online community 
• Openness.  

The findings show in Table 5 that the mean score for the item ‘I think I received 
more than I contributed in the online forums/groups’ was 3.75 (S.D.=0.76), which is a 
bit higher than the mean score for the item ‘I think I contributed more than I received 
in the online forums/groups’ (M=3.67, S.D.=0.86). This indicates that the students in 
this study perceived themselves as receiving more than they gave in their discussion 
process. This is supported by the item ‘I prefer to give ideas/comments rather than 
asking questions’ (M=3.30, S.D.=0.98), which shows that students actually did not 
prefer to give comments or ideas within their online community. One of the success-
ful characteristics of a community is that all members actively engage in interaction, 
and through this interaction, members are able to enhance their knowledge and skills 
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[11]. Consequently, when members tend to hold back from being active participants, 
the interaction in an online community will not come alive.  

In the online community in this study, it was anticipated that the students would be 
able to communicate their ideas and share their thoughts openly regardless of which 
programme they were from. There were also expected to be comments and responses 
given and taken among the members. The findings show that the students were open 
towards receiving any comments from other members of their online community. This 
can be seen in the item ‘I am tolerant of any kinds of comments from others’ 
(M=4.13, S.D.=0.78). The analysis also reveals that although students in this study 
had no hesitation in communicating with community members whom they did not 
know well (‘I don’t think I will have any hesitation to communicate with other mem-
bers whom I do not know well’: M=3.65, S.D. =0.88), they preferred to have people 
whom they knew as members of the forum  (‘I prefer to have people whom I know as 
members of the forum’: M=3.71, S.D.=1.00). This is not a surprising finding, as [27] 
mention that for a community to be alive, members should know each other and their 
strengths. This issue is also associated with ‘trust’, as ‘trust’ can be a vital factor lead-
ing to community members’ deep sharing of knowledge, and enabling them to avoid 
the ‘gaps’ that might prevent them from freely sharing what comes to their mind with 
their community. The students did not have much concern about the gender issue, as 
they showed a low mean for the item ‘I think it is better to have members from the 
same gender as I am in the online forums/groups’ (M=2.87, S.D.=1.25). The aspect of 
openness was also measured by the level of the students’ willingness to initiate new 
topics for discussion and how they viewed their responses from others’ perspectives. 
For the item ‘I feel hesitant to initiate a new topic/to pose questions as doing so will 
reveal my weaknesses’, students showed a slightly low agreement, which indicated 
that they were not hesitant to open or start new topics (M=3.30, S.D.=1.05). The stu-
dents were not worried about whether what they shared might not be valued by others 
(‘I am afraid that what I share might not be something new for others’: M=3.33, 
S.D=1.09) or that it would hurt others’ feelings (‘I am afraid that if I post any com-
ments, it will hurt others’ feelings’: M=3.35, S.D=1.17). From these findings, it can 
be concluded that the students in this study were open towards sharing their thoughts 
and receiving ideas from others. This finding, however, does not match previous re-
search which involved teachers in secondary schools [30], who found that many 
teachers were hesitant to share their thoughts due to anxieties about being belittled by 
other teachers, and some of them held back from ‘giving too much’, as doing so might 
be misinterpreted by others as being arrogant. In this study, however, the context was 
different as it involved university students, who saw themselves as people who were 
still looking for knowledge and who wanted to develop their skills. In contrast, in the 
previous research, the teachers had already established their profession and therefore 
had an issue in preserving their self-esteem. 
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Table 5.  Participants’ Community Member Identities  

# Perceived role in online community Mean S.D 
1 I think I contributed more than I received in the online forums/groups  3.67 0.86 
2 I think I received more than I contributed in the online forums/groups  3.75 0.76 
3 I prefer to give ideas/comments rather than asking questions  3.30 0.98 
# Openness Mean S.D 
1 I prefer to have people whom I know as members of the forum  3.71 1.00 
2 I don’t think I will have any hesitation to communicate with other members whom I 

do not know well  
3.64 0.89 

3 I feel hesitant to initiate a new topic/to pose questions as doing so will reveal my 
weaknesses 

2.71 1.05 

4 I am not used to sharing everything I know as doing so will make others see me as 
“showing off” 

2.52 1.09 

5 I am afraid that what I share might not be something new for others   2.68 1.09 
6 I am afraid that if I post any comments, it will hurt others’ feeling  2.66 1.16 
7 I think it is better to have members from the same gender as I am in the online fo-

rums/groups  
2.87 1.25 

8 I prefer to have students from other courses as members of my online forum/groups  3.71 1.08 
9 I am tolerant of any kinds of comments from others  4.12 0.78 

 
3.5 Relationships between the identity dimensions  

Another aim of this study is to examine the relationships between the dimensions 
of students’ identities. Correlation analysis can measure the strength and direction of 
the linear relationship between two variables.  In this study, the relationship between 
prior knowledge and motivation, commitment, belief in the benefit of online commu-
nities, perceived roles, sharing preferences, and openness was investigated using the 
Pearson product-moment correlation coefficient. Preliminary analyses were per-
formed to ensure that there were no violations of the assumptions of normality, linear-
ity and homoscedasticity.  

As shown in Table 6, there was a strong positive correlation between prior 
knowledge and motivation (r(123)=0.64, , p<0.05), commitment (r(123)=0.48, , 
p<0.05) and belief in the benefit of online communities (r(123)=0.74, , p<0.05). This 
finding reveals that prior knowledge can be an important aspect that contributes to the 
way members of any online communities participate, as having a prior knowledge of 
how to operate a discussion platform and the way it works is associated with motiva-
tion. [33] also notes that for individuals to use any innovations, they should have 
knowledge of how the innovation works, and that knowledge and experience of using 
the innovation will lead to whether or not they will value the innovation. Prior 
knowledge will also lead to users’ beliefs in the benefits of online communities. 
Again, this is in line with [33], who sets out that the ‘triability’ aspect of any innova-
tion is vital in ensuring that the user sticks with the application of the innovation.   

In addition, there is a medium positive correlation between prior knowledge and 
perceived roles (r (123)=0.50, p<0.05). The majority of the students in this study 
stated that they had prior knowledge related to participating in online communities, 
and knew how to search for online forums (see Table 2), and these prior experiences 
influenced the way they carried out their roles as members of their online community.  
Another medium positive correlation can be seen between students’ prior knowledge 
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and sharing preferences (r(123)=0.32, , p<0.05). Students may have developed their 
learning preferences based on their prior experiences taking part in other online dis-
cussion groups,. A weak positive correlation was shown between prior knowledge and 
openness (r (123)=0.23, , p<0.05). This finding suggests the significance of prior 
knowledge and experience in ensuring students take part in online communities.  

An important aspect that needs further investigation is the lack of correlation be-
tween students’ openness and other elements of their identities. The only significant 
correlation that can be seen is between students’ openness and their beliefs in the 
benefits of online communities (low positive correlation). Students’ openness, which 
covers their willingness to accept comments from others, their concern about hurting 
others with their comments, and their fears of being seen as arrogant when showing 
their knowledge and abilities did not seem to correlate with their prior knowledge, 
motivation, commitment, perceived role and sharing preferences. These findings con-
trast with [30] results, which revealed that these traits were all associated with each 
other. However, [30] never provided a statistically significant analysis to show the 
relationship between these elements, as her research was solely based on qualitative 
data. Another possible explanation of these differences could be the participants 
themselves. [30] study involved secondary school teachers who were teaching Eng-
lish, science and mathematics from several technology-enhanced schools, while this 
research focused on university students. As [18] asserts, identities are related to how 
we look at ourselves and what others say about us. Adding to this, [34] also stresses 
the aspect of self-esteem, i.e. how one’s self-esteem can have an impact upon the way 
they value their own selves, and thus lead to the way they value the things they do.  

Table 6.  The Correlations between the Professional, Learner and Community Member Dimen-
sions of Identities 

Variable 1 2 3 4 5 6 7 M SD 
1-Prior knowledge -- .64** .50** .74** .53** .32** .22* 12.00 1.907 
2-Motivation -- -- .53** .59** .42** .35** .18 15.32 2.836 
3-Commitment -- -- -- .50** .28** .24** -.023 13.68 2.743 
4-Belief in the benefits of online  
communities 

-- -- -- -- .54** .29** .26* 19.82 3.031 

5-Perceived roles -- -- -- -- -- .53** -.07 14.50 2.453 
6-Sharing preferences -- -- -- -- -- -- -.15 21.22 3.097 
7-Openness -- -- -- -- -- -- -- 35.64 4.181 
**p < .05  

4 Conclusion  

Identities in relation to participation in learning communities is a vital aspect to be 
understood if a successful online learning communities are to be achieved. The diver-
sity of students’ identities as shown in the findings of this study indicates the com-
plexity of the aspect of identities. The way individuals see themselves, view learning 
and their preferences, as well as their beliefs in the benefits of online communities can 
be important factors leading to how they would behave and commit to their online 
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sharing activities. This study is significant as it shows how understanding the aspects 
of identities could help stakeholder in designing successful online communities by 
putting the aspects of identities into consideration.  
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