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Online learning is changing dramatically as emerging learning content formats, technologies, and services continue to gain adoption. 
Just a few short years ago, e-learning was synonymous with sitting at a desk alone turning the pages of a self-paced course. Increasingly today, online learning is all about people connecting through 'social networking,' 'learning communities,' and 'communities of practice.' These three terms are often used interchangeably, but they have different meanings. 
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“Social networking” has been one of the major advantages of e-learning when compared with traditional classroom based learning. The term social networking refers to a technology and requires an “architecture of participation,” that is, an infrastructure that supports and gives life to online communications and collaboration. Social networking applies to five types of technologies: 
· Communication (IM, e-mail, SMS, etc.)
· Experience Sharing (blogs, photo albums, shared link libraries such as del.icio.us, etc.)
· Discovery of Old and New Contacts (Classmates.com, online personals such as Match.com, social networking sites such as Facebook, etc.)
· Relationship Management (Orkut, Friendster, etc.)
· Collaborative or Competitive Gaming (online versions of traditional games such as Chess & Checkers, team-based or free-for-all First Person Shooters, etc.)
“Learning communities,” on the other hand, don't refer to technologies but rather to groups of people who aim to mutually assist each other in learning a subject. A recent example is the Dungeons/Mastering Chemistry Solutions group formed on Facebook by a Ryerson University student. 
“Communities of practice” differ from social networking and learning communities. Unlike learning communities, which focus on learning a specific subject, communities of practice are often united by a profession. So, the purpose is not to learn, say, chemistry, but rather to share ideas with other chemists. Communities of practice often include mentor/apprentice relationships, allowing less experienced members to learn from the more experienced. 
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