Ends and Means

Asynchronous Online

Discussions
Some Current

and Needed Research for Alternatives

n important characteristic of most
asynchronous online courses is
asynchronous online discussions,
which are sometimes referred to as asyn-
chronous online conferences. Asynchro-
nous online discussions (AODs), a form of

Natalie B. Milman,

Professor of Educational Technology,
George Washington University,
2134 G ST, NW, Washington, DC 20052.
Telephone: (202) 994-1884.

Email: nmilman@gwu.edu

Natalie B. Milman

computer-mediated communication, are a
popular and effective strategy for engag-
ing students in asynchronous online
courses (Swan et al., 2000) although some
have noted that they are outdated, as
Pendry and Salvatore (2015) emphasized
in the following excerpt:

Dwarfed in recent years by more promi-
nent social media giants such as Facebook
and Twitter, forums appear anecdotally to
have assumed an unfashionable status in
many organizations’ eyes, being viewed
as a primitive form of communication
whose time has passed. (p. 218)

Although Pendry and Salvatore (2015)
described AODs as primitive, it is through
AODs that interaction occurs in many
asynchronous online courses. Interaction,
“commonly understood as actions among
individuals” (Abrami et al., 2011, p. 86), is
an important characteristic of distance
education because students learn through
student-student, student-instructor, and
student-content interaction (Abrami et al.,
2011; Bernard et al.,, 2009; Moore, 1989).
Bernard et al. (2009) found that interaction
positively affects student learning. How-
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ever, they caution that instructors should
not focus on increasing the quantity of
interactions, but rather focus on increasing
the quality of interactions. This is precisely
why it is important to understand how
AODs are utilized in online education. In a
prior article (Milman, 2017), I shared sev-
eral suggestions for designing quality
online discussions. In this article, I share
some key AOD research areas and sugges-
tions for future research.

WHAT ARE SOME
KEeYy RESEARCH FINDINGS
ABout AODs?

There have been many studies investigat-
ing AODs where researchers have exam-
ined:

* factors that affect the quality of AOD
(Spatariu et al., 2007, Vonderwell &
Zachariah, 2005) such as the best ways
to structure AOD (Cifuentes et al., 1997;
Dennen, 2005; Gilbert & Dabbagh, 2005;
Hew & Cheung, 2011; Kanuka, 2002;
Nandi et al., 2012; Olesova et al., 2016;
Xia et al., 2013),

* the role of instructor-facilitators (Maz-
zolini & Maddison, 2003; Winograd,
2003),

* the types of questions posed (Bradley et
al., 2008; Olesova et al., 2016),

* participation patterns (Jo et al., 2017).

» students’ socialization and identity
(MacMillan et al, 2014; McDougall,
2015; Stevens, 2013; Tsai et al., 2015)

* students’ roles (Wise et al., 2012)

* learning (Pulford, 2011; Snyder & Drin-
gus, 2014; Strang, 2011)

* student perceptions of AOD (Du et al.,
2008; Swan, 2001)

* the effects of AOD on students’ critical
thinking skills (Olesova et al., 2016;
Pisutova-Gerber & Malovicova, 2009).

Although most of the research has demon-
strated both benefits and challenges, Fehr-
man and Watson (2021) that their

systematic review of literature found that
having a clearly described purpose,
instructions, expectations, and grading cri-
teria such as rubrics (Fehrman & Watson,
2021) consistently provided needed struc-
ture for using AODs effectively in higher
education, and also played an important
role in the quality of AODs.

WHAT ARE SUGGESTIONS
FOR FUTURE RESEARCH?

Fehrman and Watson (2021) noted that
there is a need for research examining
alternatives to traditional, text-based AODs
prevalent in many online courses.
Although there is a growing body of
research about alternatives, such as Flip-
grid (https:/info.flip.com/) and Voice-
Thread (https://voicethread.com/), discus-
sion and sharing apps that use multimedia
that can be used in lieu of AODs, there is
very little research and no literature
reviews investigating alternatives.
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