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Why community 
and learning go 
hand in hand
By Sahra-Josephine Hjorth
CEO, CanopyLAB

When I look back at my time at school, the memories I am most 
fond of are related to a powerful sense of community. I strongly 
recollect meeting with new people who had very different ideas 
from mine. I recall discussing the fiction novel Mutant Message 
Down Under in 9th grade English class, realizing that the Aborig-
inals celebrate their birthday when they have learned something 
significant. For a 13-year-old, it was pretty mind blowing not ty-
ing a birthday celebration to a specific date but instead to per-
sonal development. Another episode that stands out occurred 
shortly after moving to a female-only hall at college in Washing-
ton, DC. I got into an argument on the quad. I wasn’t looking for 
a fight, but while waiting for my Chinese food (chicken fried rice) 
delivery, I overheard a heated argument about Israel and Pales-
tine. I fiercely disagreed with the direction the winning idea was 
headed (having had a public stance on this issue since I was 13 
years old) and interjected myself in the conversation. And I met 
Josh, with whom I have fiercely disagreed for 15 years now, de-
spite us living on different continents today.

With the current move towards remote teaching, we have to help 
the next generation of students find their Josh. The DNA of an 
immersive college experience has, to this day, been defined by 
the physical campus and surrounding activities. It is the focal 
point of interaction; relationships are formed through random 
interactions, being placed in the same classes, waiting in line at 
the bookstore, locking yourself up with your study group during 
finals, sleeping on the floor of the library, or even eating candy 
and drinking beer past midnight.

In an article published by the Guardian, Cambridge has been 
credited as the first university to move all of its lectures online 
for the entire 2020-2021 academic year. Now, educational insti-
tutions need to put in time and funding into designing their digi-
tal learning spaces, the same way they spend millions of dollars 
on the physical infrastructure of a college campus. Instead of 
developing the physical campus’s future, we need to start defin-

ing and creating the virtual campus. We need to redefine what 
a virtual campus could look like all together. Very few schools 
have been in a hurry to define their digital campus experience 
before COVID-19. In many ways, this decision has been driven 
by the fear that a virtual college experience forces them to cut 
their admission price point. This is a very valid fear and calls for 
new thinking around how tuition is priced globally.
Teachers worldwide work deliberately to build a safe learn-
ing space where collaboration, fun, and meaningful reflection. 
Historically, we have put a lot of thought and planning into our 
schools and classrooms and what they look like, thinking about 
an intentional design that accounts for the mood, colors, and 
community spaces. But now that we have suddenly moved to 
remote teaching and learning, we have an equal need for trust, 
community spaces that foster trust, dialog, and a sense of be-
longing. The inability to meet and socialize in person makes 
connection amongst peers in the virtual learning space imper-
ative. Like a flower needs sun and water, we humans need con-
nection as sustenance. 

The New York Times has compiled a series of stories of what it 
means to be a teacher during the COVID-19 pandemic. It struck 
me that all of the stories shared had one thing in common: 
Teachers inventing ways to transfer their physical classroom 
victories into new virtual community spaces for collaboration 
and meaningful connection. Luckily teachers are super adap-
tive and innovative, but we don’t have to reinvent the wheel. Re-
searchers and edtech enthusiasts have spent years figuring out 
how to create communities virtually using learning platforms. 
We are happy to help introduce you to the concept of a Virtual 
Learning Community (VLC).
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What is a 
Virtual Learning 
Community?
A Virtual Learning Community (VLC) is a community where 
people with a shared learning goal use technology to learn, 
collaborate, and communicate. In other words, it’s a virtual 
learning space like a classroom, a school, a learning department 
at a company, or a community center. Imagine any space you 
rely on for learning - it’s like a digital twin or copy of that space. 
VLCs enable us to overcome the government’s restrictions 
by allowing learners to participate in learning activities online 
regardless of their physical location and whether learning 
institutions have closed down their physical location.

A VLC will be very different for a group of adults looking to learn 
about e-commerce compared to a history class for 15-year-
olds. As mentioned earlier, a VLC is a virtual reimagining of the 
physical learning space, and therefore, it must be designed with 
our learning community’s needs in mind.

Here are a few questions that can help you to identify your 
students’ needs:

These are the recommendations that 
CanopyLAB has for you: Identify your 
learning community’s needs. • How old are they?

• What is their educational background or grade level?
• Have they been trained to learn on their own (self-paced 

learning)?
• Do you struggle with engagement when meeting for physical 

learning sessions? 
• Do you have a clear notion of the roles the different learners 

tend to take (if they actively participate, listen, or none of these, 
and can you identify which learners tend to overpower others)? 

• Are collaborative activities a standard part of your lessons? 
• Do learners know each other well, if at all?  

Answering these questions will help you to identify opportunities 
and potential challenges in your VLC:

• If engagement is an issue, place extra attention on checking in 
with all learners. 

• If collaboration isn’t standard in your in-person sessions, 
odds are it won’t happen right away in your VLC. Therefore, 
suggesting activities that require team-work can help to 
strengthen collaboration. 

• Lastly, if your learners don’t know each other well, you can 
encourage them to share information about who they are 
and their learning goals on their profiles and wall. Finally, we 
encourage organizing activities, such as icebreakers, that 
enable people to get to know one another.
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Just like in physical classrooms, establishing an etiquette 
protocol is critical to maintaining a standard of respect among 
learners and instructors. Set guidelines for what type of content 
can be shared and what kind of appropriate information you 
expect learners to post.

For obvious reasons, a VLC doesn’t provide the same 
opportunities for interaction as a physical classroom. But we 
can promote a culture of collaboration from the beginning by 
setting clear expectations around individual participation and 
input. Clearly, articulated expectations can also be incorporated 
into the netiquette protocol. Finally, it is essential to continually 
promote an acceptance of diversity and willingness to share 
among learners. Making our learners feel safe sharing their 
opinion is a crucial pillar of a successful VLC.

You would typically see learners sharing stories about their 
weekends in a classroom setting, listening to a new song 
together, or playing games (depending on their age). Concerning 

Establish and enforce 
netiquette protocols.

Promote a culture of collaboration, 
communication, and engagement.

Encourage sharing 
and peer learning.

our netiquette protocols, it’s also essential to create a space 
where learners feel safe to post about non-academic topics 
and interact with one another in more informal ways. This will 
positively impact their willingness to share their thoughts on 
academic issues later on and learn from one another. 

If you notice that general engagement is still low, consider 
asking some of your more dynamic students to assume a role 
as community leaders. They can stimulate class discussions 
and supporting their peers during class activities. 

Pick the right platform. 

There are plenty of online learning platforms to choose from, but 
only a select few are going to meet your needs. Not to mention, 
you don’t want to end up in a situation where you need to use 
multiple tools and platforms to deliver your lessons effectively. 
In the following section, we’ll review the key features you must 
have to have a successful VLC. 
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Key features that 
build the foundation 
for a thriving Virtual 
Learning Community

Choosing the right platform for your community is very 
important. Creating a learning community is not just a matter of 
uploading content. You need features that allow collaboration 
and group work. For example, the CanopyLAB platform has an 
integrated social network structure. This way, students and 
learners can relate to one another and communicate within the 
learning platform without depending on third-party applications 
like Slack, Teams, or Facebook. Below we have listed the top 5 
features to look out for when you launch your Virtual Learning 
Community.

1.Make sure each student and instructor has a personal profile. 

Each learner is a universe. When learners have a personal profile 
just like on Facebook or Twitter, they can showcase who they 
are, the courses they have completed, the knowledge gained, 
and the skills they have mastered. Each personal profile is like a 
mini CV. 

2.Newsfeed to share educational and entertaining content with 
your students

Look for a “news section” or a newsfeed where community 

members can share their thoughts, learning progress, and 
motivate others to achieve their goals - if you can follow and be 
followed and share all sorts of relevant content. 

3.Follow, comment, and share as a part of the curated learning 
experience.

Many of us are used to following others, commenting on news 
stories, and sharing our ideas and feelings on our social media 
accounts. If we already use these functionalities daily, why not 
use them in teaching and learning? To encourage reflection 
and dialogue among students, you can publish, comment, and 
discuss amongst peers. Sharing experiences, inquiries, and 
questions can help promote collaborative learning. Did you find 
something interesting? Please share it in your newsfeed!

4.Communicate directly with your learners, instructors, and 
coordinators

Communication is the key to online learning. That’s why 
within you should look for features such as instant messaging 
functionality—looking for a more formal way of communication? 
You should also send emails directly to the learner’s email 
account without leaving the learning platform.

5.Reinforce what you have learned in class through online 
discussions

Class time may not always be long enough for you to invite 
reflection and exchange ideas among your students. Here 
integrated course forums and groups are beneficial as they are 
a great way to reinforce learning around the clock. By creating 
threads, students and teachers alike can participate in different 
experiences and share their insights.  

Although the shift to online learning at the beginning of 
the pandemic seemed like a vast disruption, it is becoming 
increasingly clear that online and blended learning is here to 
stay, even in a post-pandemic world. The above suggestions, 
which emphasize the importance of clearly understanding our 
students’ needs, promoting collaboration, and choosing the right 
learning platform, can help you best design a vibrant Virtual 
Learning Community.
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Launch your 
virtual learning 
community today!

https://canopylab.com/lp-edinstitutions/
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