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9.
The Learner Who “Listened”

Though we had agreed to use Skype for our interview, Angie 
had requested that we not use video during our conversation. 
I was happy to extend that accommodation, and her reasons 
for this request became clear during our interview.  Those rea-
sons illustrate that  there are valuable ways to learn beyond 
class participation and that accommodate learners’ needs.

Living in the United Kingdom and in her early forties, Angie 
was reticent to share much about her employment or other 
background, noting that her work related to law enforcement 
and that she  wasn’t able to tell me much more about it. Sensing 
her desire to hold back on personal details, I quickly transitioned 
our conversation into the online course she was currently tak-
ing.  These three general bits of self- reported information (age, 
location, and employment at the time) are all that I know about 
Angie as far as demographics are concerned.

The course that Angie was enrolled in included collabora-
tive activities and opportunities to interact with instructional 
staff, such as a vibrant discussion board. Angie elected not to 
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participate and, in fact, was pleased that interaction with 
 others was an optional aspect of the course. This became clear 
when I asked her to describe to me any difficulties she faced 
in the course. “I  wouldn’t call them difficulties,” she said 
 reluctantly, “Basically, I’m very introverted, and for me, it’s 
difficult communicating with other  people. So, I’m not able to 
discuss diff er ent  things, like on forums with other  people, 
 because I’m losing focus. I prefer to learn on my own without 
discussing anything. It’s something that I’d like to work on.”

In wanting to learn more about her participation in the 
course, I asked what she would do if she did not understand 
materials that  were assigned in the course. She paused. Even-
tually she said, “If I  don’t understand, I just . . .  Nothing I can 
do about it. I usually, I just continue to do the work, and . . .  I 
try to understand only what I’m able to understand.” Some-
times in interviews it helps to provide examples to  people to 
clarify a question. I, therefore, told Angie that other  people I 
have interviewed talk to  family members and ask questions or 
ask questions on the discussion board. “Do you do any of  those 
 things,” I inquired, “or perhaps something diff er ent?”

“Very rarely,” she said, “ because of my introversion. When 
 there are videos, I watch them twice, and I read the discus-
sion forums. But when I talk to  people, I get distracted.” She 
paused again. “And it’s a big challenge for me, even talking to 
you. For me, it requires a lot of effort.” It was my turn to pause. 
 After a second or two, I expressed my appreciation for her time 
and effort, and for taking on what must have been an obsta-
cle to have this conversation with me. She was very gracious 
in explaining that interactions with  others  don’t come easy for 
her, but that she was grateful to participate in a learning ex-
perience that did not require her to interact with  others in 
significant ways. As far as her per for mance in the course? 
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She was on track to complete it successfully and found that it 
had immediate practical relevance to her personal and profes-
sional life.

By examining the course log data, I confirmed that Angie 
never contributed content to the course site: she neither 
posted on the discussion board, nor added comments on other 
parts of the course. For all practical purposes, it seemed as if 
Angie was a fly on the wall, reading materials, watching tuto-
rials and videos, engaging individually with the course content 
without being seen or heard by anyone other than the course 
instructor. She was listening, creating, and learning in a non-
public way.

•••
As discussed in prior chapters, researchers generally agree 
that interactions among students and between students and 
instructors are integral to the quality of online learning, and 
emerging forms of online pedagogy have, therefore, empha-
sized and encouraged learner participation and active en-
gagement. To that end, online courses often require students 
to demonstrate their participation in vis i ble ways, typically 
through contributions to discussion posts and so on. Lack of 
participation is widely considered a prob lem and is often de-
scribed with the pejorative term lurking. Lack of participation 
may be an indicator that learners are facing challenges that 
prevent them from participating fully, are disengaged, are 
having trou bles with the content of the course, or are other-
wise falling  behind. And the longer the inactivity lasts, the 
more challenging it may be for learners to catch up. In short, 
students who engage with the material are more likely to suc-
ceed. Full participation, Selwyn (2010) argues, is necessary for 
learning, imperative even, and especially so for certain popu-
lations such as younger students. Other researchers highlight 
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further prob lems with lurking: Rovai (2000) considers lurking 
to negatively impact community- building and White (2015) ar-
gues that such be hav ior is often associated with “voyeurism 
and surveillance.” Understandably, instructors, administra-
tors, and researchers may be concerned when lurking reflects 
social loafing. Social loafing is the situation in which some 
 people exert less efort to achieve a goal when they are in so-
cial situations, such as social and collaborative learning envi-
ronments, than when they are alone. This is a prob lem  because 
it may place a burden on some students to participate, may 
lead to lower achievement for groups of  people working to-
gether, and may limit diversity of thought.

For all  these reasons, the lit er a ture is replete with recom-
mendations to discourage the type of be hav ior referred to as 
lurking and encourage active participation in online courses, 
all tackling a variety of perceived prob lems surrounding lack 
of participation, ranging from suggestions to create more en-
gaging activities, develop a warm course community, explic-
itly state expectations, and incentivize participation through 
assigning grades to discussion board posts. The quin tes sen tial 
online learning activity that invites students to write a re-
sponse to a prompt posted by the instructor followed by two 
replies to peers’ responses reflects this exact idea, under-
pinned by the assumption that participation is worthwhile, 
interaction with  others is valuable, and that participation and 
interaction can be encouraged through a structured approach 
to learning design.

The be hav ior that is often referred to as lurking, however, 
is not necessarily always a prob lem. For one, the term is pejo-
rative. Instead of using the term lurking, some researchers 
have proposed alternative terms: Crawford (2009) suggests 
“listening” and Nonnecke and Preece (2003) recommend 
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“non- public participation.” Angie  wasn’t engaging in voyeur-
ism and surveillance. She was listening and participating in 
ways that  weren’t publicly vis i ble, in ways that made her feel 
comfortable. As several researchers have pointed out, to un-
derstand  whether participating in this way is problematic, and 
to explore  whether  there may in fact be benefits for learners 
engaging in “ silent” participation, it is impor tant to under-
stand the reasons why students choose to engage in  these 
ways (e.g., Dennen 2008; Honeychurch, Bozkurt, Singh, and 
Koutropoulous 2017). In par tic u lar, the broader lit er a ture on 
lurking, shows that individuals lurk for a wide range of reasons 
(e.g., environmental and personal  factors) and that, unlike 
broader assumptions that underpin beliefs about lack of par-
ticipation, most lurkers are not selfishly taking advantage of 
discussions without contributing (Preece, Nonnecke, and An-
drews 2004; Sun, Rau, and Ma 2014).

Engaging in “listening” or other nonpublic participatory 
be hav iors online may not necessarily indicate lack of engage-
ment or learning.  After all, social learning theorists have long 
posited that a significant way in which  people learn is through 
modeling the be hav ior of  others, through observing and imi-
tating  others (Bandura 1971). In an examination of the vari ous 
invisible ways in which some learners engage in online courses, 
and drawing on Lave and Wenger’s (1991) notion of communi-
ties of practice, Honeychurch, Bozkurt, Singh, and Koutropou-
los (2017) conceptualized lurkers as learners perched on the 
periphery of a community.  These individuals learn online even 
when platforms and instructors are not able to identify or see 
their activities (Veletsianos, Collier, and Schneider 2015). For 
instance, some students in the aforementioned study described 
collaborating with other students outside the class platform on 
social media and in face- to- face spaces. White (2015) argues 



92   LEARNING ONLINE

that  these learners are not simply freeloading or loafing but 
critically evaluating the discourse in their field and waiting  until 
they feel more confident before actively contributing, thereby 
moving from “knowledge- consumer to active community 
member” and reaching “the point at which they are exploring 
their ‘voice’ within the discourse.” According to this view, 
 these “ silent” learners are simply attempting to understand, 
through observation and modeling from other participants, 
how the online community engages with one another. White 
thus reminds us that some learners prefer slow, purposeful, 
and timely participation rather than immediate participa-
tion, and thus the lack of public participation  shouldn’t auto-
matically be considered a prob lem and perhaps it  ought not to 
be discouraged. To this end, White coins the term elegant 
lurking to reflect a sort of graceful engagement with content 
that shuns the disturbing vibe that the term lurking seems to 
entail.

Even though the lit er a ture on online learning emphasizes 
active and vis i ble participation, it is imperative to balance this 
emphasis with a recognition that  there are other, and perhaps 
just as valuable and vital, ways to learn.  Doing so recognizes 
the diversity of our students, enables us to be more inclusive, 
and perhaps even ofers us an opportunity to explore pedagog-
ical approaches that  aren’t focused on participation and public 
forms of interaction. As Dennen (2008, 1626) has pointed out, 
“The online class lurker has a corollary in classroom- based 
instruction, namely the student who sits silently through-
out class session— and may even look bored— but who performs 
well on assessments.” She found that students who took more 
time to read through other students’ messages before posting 
themselves tended to find the discussion activity more worth-
while than students who read less before posting. This finding 
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supports the conclusion that posting be hav ior alone may 
not always accurately reflect students’ level of interest and 
engagement.

 These scholars’ work suggests that online course designers 
and instructors need to consider that vis i ble public participa-
tion is only one form of engagement. Coupled with the recog-
nition that learners intentionally and unintentionally engage 
in many activities that are invisible to both instructors and 
digital learning platforms, the solution  isn’t to attempt to make 
vis i ble  every interaction with content and  every activity that 
occurs in the course of learning. Rather, we should approach 
learning with the diversity it deserves and consider how learn-
ers who are reticent to participate in public fora—or learners 
who, for what ever reason are listening rather than talking— are 
supported in their learning endeavors. One way to do so may 
be to provide choices for learners to decide how, when, and to 
what extent  they’d like to engage with  others. I explore this 
topic further in chapter 16.

•••
• Lurking is widely perceived as problematic as it may be 

both an indicator of challenges learners face (e.g., disen-
gagement) and may lead to additional prob lems (e.g., 
undue burden on  others to contribute).

• Lurking, however, may not be an accurate description of 
one’s be hav ior. For instance, learners may be “listening” or 
participating in ways that are not vis i ble to the digital 
platform or to the instructor. Framed in this way, nonpub-
lic participation may be a valid learning approach.

• The online learning lit er a ture emphasizes participation and 
interaction, but it may be worthwhile to consider that 
 there are other, perhaps just as valuable and vital, ways to 
learn.
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