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As more and more higher education programs are offered using Web-based learning environments, instructors

need to better understand the implications of using BlackBoard or similar tools to maximize student partici-

pation and facilitate learning through rich, thoughtful discussions. This study explores student participation in

electronic discourse (e-discourse) in several graduate-level courses in an educational technology program,

using discourse analysis methods to help understand online students’ participation patterns. The instructor

used discursive moves in the threaded discussions in these classes to stimulate student participation and

improve the overall quality of participation with the hopes of increasing learning. The results are promising

with regard to the potential of Web-based environments to challenge students and promote conceptual learn-

ing through discussion. 

According to the International Society for

Technology in Education (ISTE, 2000), teach-

ers should use technology for professional

development (NETS-T, standard V.A) and to

communicate and collaborate with their peers

(NETS-T, standard V.D). As a result, and to

broaden their graduate offerings, many col-

leges and universities are moving their educa-

tional programs online, via Web-based

learning environments (WBLE) like Black-

Board and WebCT. 

In this study, discourse analysis was used to

examine a corpus of data collected over sev-

eral terms to begin to answer questions about

the nature of student participation online and

the impact instructors can have shaping stu-

dent learning. The term electronic discourse or

e-discourse is used here to represent the

breadth of discourse students and instructor

participated in online, including postings to the

discussion board, e-mail exchanged, chat ses-

sions, assignments, and final projects. 
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LITERATURE REVIEW

Interaction, engagement, and communication

are at the heart of any conception of good

teaching and learning. Literature suggests the

same is true for distance education. There is a

strong relationship between student percep-

tions of learning, quality of instruction, and

their participation or interaction in a course

(Burnett, 2001; Jiang & Ting, 1999; Trentin,

2000). 

Moore (1989, 1991) identified four kinds of

interaction in an online course: learner-con-

tent, learner-instructor, learner-learner, and

learner-interface. While interaction has been

studied in various online learning environ-

ments, there is still much to be explored about

learning that results from different kinds of

interaction, the role of the instructor in facili-

tating this learning, and the extent to which

students might engage in these interactions to

promote deeper, conceptual learning. 

Some have reported on learner-instructor

interactions in which the role of instructor is

assumed to be static, taken (or held) exclu-

sively by the instructor (Bannan-Ritland,

2002; Berge, 2002; Hirumi, 2002). But if we

view these roles as dynamic and fluid, in

which the role of instructor might be adopted

or taken by anyone, even another student, in a

thread or series of postings, this opens up the

opportunity for a more complex perspective on

these types of interactions. 

For the instructor, possible roles might be:

to make problematic simple explanations, to

request that evidence be provided when claims

are made, to ask for clarification or offer alter-

native points of view, and to model and

encourage self questioning and reflection in

the e-discourse. These roles reflect a perspec-

tive taken by an instructor, but also ways of

thinking about issues that may be a goal for

student learning as well. These roles are nego-

tiated (or can be, depending on the instructor

and the ethos of the e-discourse community)

dynamically so that everyone has a chance to

learn from everyone else by adopting them

over time. If this is the case, the concept of

interaction and the role of each participant can

change over time and across threads of e-dis-

course. But in order for this to occur, the

instructor needs to facilitate and support these

kinds of interactions. 

Parker and Gemino (2001) compared out-

comes from an asynchronous learning network

(ALN), defined as an interactive virtual semi-

nar, and a traditional face-to-face course and

found no significant difference in students’

overall scores on a final exam. However, they

did find that students in the ALN course scored

significantly higher in the conceptual contribu-

tion but significantly lower on the technique

contribution on the exam. Parker and Gemino

suggested that ALN courses may be a better

environment for conceptual learning, while

traditional courses may be superior for learn-

ing application of techniques.

King and Doerfert (1995) identified differ-

ences in students’ interaction needs as a criti-

cal factor in determining how successful they

felt in an online course. They strongly urged

instructors to have personal contact with all

students, regardless of the delivery methods

used, to ensure high quality interaction and

better learning outcomes. They attributed high

attrition levels with low interaction levels in

some distance education courses.

Picciano (2002) explored the relationship

between performance in an online course and

student interaction, finding that discursive

moves—like complementing students, using

self-disclosure, and warmth—improved inter-

action quality and quantity. He also found a

strong positive relationship between student

perceptions of interaction and their perceptions

of quality and quantity of learning. This is

especially relevant as we look at the impact of

interaction on student learning outcomes and

the role of the instructor as facilitator.

Burton (1998) found that when instructors

use facilitative discursive moves, defined as

accidental or intentional methods for creating

and sustaining an atmosphere of learning, it

produced higher levels of student participation

and more complex interactive patterns. Burton

encouraged instructors to use patience when
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working online to encourage learner-learner

interaction and interdependence that often pre-

cedes collaboration.

Ahern, Peck, and Laycock (1992) investi-

gated the style of discourse used by instructors

in online courses and found it to be the most

important factor in determining the amount of

student participation as well as improving the

overall quality of student responses. They sug-

gested that an informal, conversational style of

discourse produces higher levels of student

participation with a more complex interaction

pattern and higher frequency of learner-learner

interaction with more sophisticated responses.

The Ahern, Peck, and Laycock study

(1992) provides guidance for this work by sug-

gesting that the facilitative moves, or discur-

sive actions, used by the instructor can

promote a style of e-discourse that encourages

and supports students taking on a variety of

roles, including those modeled by and nor-

mally adopted by the instructor. Their results

suggest that if instructors can structure the e-

discourse in these ways, more learner-learner

interactions may occur and the resulting dis-

cussion threads will be more thoughtful and

reflective, thus providing more opportunities

for conceptual learning. 

Pawan, Paulus, Yalein, and Chang (2003)

reported on patterns of interaction and engage-

ment in three graduate-level teacher education

courses. Their data came from online discus-

sions held by these students without direct

facilitation by an instructor. They found no

evidence in their data of students challenging

ideas and a lack of student awareness of pur-

pose and structure to the discussions. 

Christopher, Thomas, and Tallent-Runnels

(2004) provided suggestions for facilitating

higher-level thinking in online discussions,

including prompts to stimulate this kind of

thinking. This study reports on a discussion in

which the instructor was passive, with the stu-

dents engaging on their own, leading to ques-

tions about how a more active participation by

faculty might help students attain these higher

levels of thinking. “The professor might have

guided and facilitated the discussion forum to

add information or ask follow-up questions to

ensure a depth of understanding or synthesis

and evaluation of topics discussed” (p. 170).

MacKnight (2000) shared her experiences

stimulating critical thinking through discus-

sions online, beginning with thought-provok-

ing questions asking students to use their

knowledge and experience as they considered

issues and ideas brought out in the discussion,

as well as asking them to clarify or elaborate

on ideas they shared. She also encouraged

instructors to model ways of thinking and

allow students to accept more of the responsi-

bility for keeping the discussions going.

“Unless the pedagogical role of faculty

includes modeling, coaching, questioning,

reflection and task structuring, it will be diffi-

cult for online discussions to escape the super-

ficiality of classroom talk” (p. 41).

Lapadat (2003) provided a comprehensive

analysis of the discourse in an online graduate

course and its connection with changes in

classroom practice. Students in this course

read articles and discussed them online, as well

as planned an empirical research project in

their classroom. One exciting finding from this

work was that some students’ points of view

developed and changed over time, after reflect-

ing on their assumptions about teaching and

learning, which the author attributes directly to

discussions in the course, and the emergence

of a “critical stance” for some of the partici-

pants. Lapadat was careful to model this criti-

cal stance, post provocative questions, and

refused to take the sole role as authority in the

discussions. “[The] online course format was

successful in fostering genuine, deep, and crit-

ical discussion” (p. 36). 

After reviewing the literature on distance

education, and use of computer-mediated com-

munication (CMC) for learning, it is clear that

there is a connection between students’ partic-

ipation and their perceptions of learning. It is

also clear that instructors, by using particular

discursive moves, play a critical role in pro-

moting and nurturing participation by structur-

ing discussions in a conversational style. What

remains unclear is how instructors, by making

Downloaded from http://ftp.nowpublishers.com/qrde/article-pdf/6/1/55/10967750/qrde-02-2005-0006en.pdf by guest on 29 June 2026



58 The Quarterly Review of Distance Education Vol. 6, No. 1, 2005

a conscious effort to increase the quality and

quantity of student interactions in an online

course, can nurture the kind of rich, deep, and

reflective discussions that can lead to learning. 

While there is a wealth of information

online and in publication on general sugges-

tions for facilitating online interactions, miss-

ing are any specific recommendations for

instructors that grow out of their own experi-

ences in this genre of e-discourse. This study

attempts to explore and document, using a case

study approach, one instructor’s experiences

teaching graduate courses and drawing on the

existing literature on face-to-face conversa-

tional techniques. 

RESEARCH QUESTIONS

The following questions guided this work:

How can online instruction be structured to

facilitate learning? How can e-discourse be

analyzed looking for evidence of student learn-

ing? How can instructors use discursive moves

to facilitate learning and encourage high quan-

tity and quality of interaction and participa-

tion?

THE STUDY

The context for this study was four graduate

courses taught using BlackBoard, a commer-

cial Web-based learning environment. All

were educational technology courses that met

face-to-face only three times during the regu-

lar, 15-week term: once during the first week,

once in the middle of the term, and once at the

end of the term. All other interactions took

place online, either in the threaded discussion

forums, through e-mail or in synchronous chat

sessions. Students in these courses were prac-

ticing teachers or educational professionals

participating in these educational experiences

voluntarily as part of a graduate program in

educational technology at a regional teacher

education institution. 

As part of the course, students read articles

(found online), discussed them in BlackBoard,

participated in chat sessions, posted assign-

ments to the Digital Dropbox, and developed

and presented a course project that integrated

technology into their professional life. A sur-

vey was distributed to students online to col-

lect feedback and suggestions for improve-

ment at the end of each term.

THE PARTICIPANTS

The participants in the fall 2002 term included

11 women and 2 men, and 77% of the students

were enrolled in their first online course. Ini-

tially, the course included 15 students, but

after the first week, two students dropped the

class (n = 13). The topic for the course was

integrating technology into K-12 settings. 

In the winter 2003 term, 21 students partic-

ipated in the online class, including 11 women

and 10 men. Two students dropped the course,

one after the first week and another about 5

weeks into the term. Of the remaining students

(n = 19), 75% were enrolled in their first online

course. The topic for the winter course was

evaluating and selecting instructional software

and Websites. 

During the fall of 2003, another online

course was offered focusing on technology

integration; it included 11 women and 6 men

(n = 17). For 40% of the students taking the

course, it was their first online class. 

In the Winter 2004 course, again focused on

evaluating instructional media, there were 13

women and 9 men (n = 22). Given the large

size of the course, it was split into two sec-

tions—one with 13 students and one with 9—

with 55% of the students enrolled in their first

online course. 

INSTRUCTOR ROLE

The instructor approached teaching an online

course in similar ways to teaching face-to-face

graduate courses. That is, to encourage rich

and reflective discussions of articles and

issues, to encourage students to bring their pro-

fessional experiences into the discussions, to
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model for students a critical perspective on

educational technology, and to challenge stu-

dents to align class activities and assignments

with their professional needs and goals. This

was accomplished using a variety of methods

and techniques, some overt and some more

subtle, which are described below.

METHODS OF ANALYSIS

Following the tenets of grounded theory devel-

opment (Glaser & Strauss, 1967), the author

analyzed qualitative data looking for patterns

that emerged with the goal of identifying cate-

gories that helped to describe students’ experi-

ences. 

During the first online course, the instructor

was unsatisfied with the quantity and quality

of participation in the e-discourse. While there

were instances in which students participated

in rich, deep discussions, these were the excep-

tion rather than the rule. This led to an initial

analysis and subsequent changes in the course

materials and actions taken by the instructor in

an attempt to nurture and stimulate discussion

and participation. 

One obvious challenge to this kind of work

is the dual role of instructor as participant and

observer, engaged in helping to shape the e-

discourse while also studying it. To help

reduce this potential bias, the author kept a

regular journal of his observations during the

term, but did not analyze the data until after the

term was over. Analysis of first term data

occurred before the instructor taught his sec-

ond online course, and the results led to sub-

stantive changes in his approach to instruction. 

Using a cyclical approach, the author used

discourse analysis (Coulthard, 1985) to exam-

ine students’ participation in the e-discourse.

This analysis revealed themes that the

researcher triangulated with other sources

(e.g., student journal entries, assignments, etc.)

to ensure that they were genuine and evidence

could be found across time and data points to

ensure their reliability. Over time, the themes

that emerged, and those that did not reappear,

were discarded. Using this approach, a set of

common themes grew out of an ongoing anal-

ysis that resulted in the work reported here. 

RESULTS

Student Survey Data

During the first term, students reported

being satisfied overall with the course—92%

reported that they learned as much in the

online class as they would have if they had

taken it as a face-to-face class, and the overall

quality of the course was indicated as “High”

by 31% of the students, and “Average” by the

remaining 69%. 

These initial results were observed in sub-

sequent online classes, with the majority of the

students reporting the quality of the online

course as “High” (average of 59.9%) or “Aver-

age” (40.1%). On average, over 90% of stu-

dents reported that they learned as much in the

online class as they might expect to in a face-

to-face class. 

When asked about how their level of partic-

ipation in the online class compared with a tra-

ditional class, an average of 67.74% reported

that they participated more in the online

course. Almost 90% of the students indicated

that they would be interested in taking another

online course. 

Analysis of the E-discourse

While the total number of postings to the

discussion forums represents a gross measure

of overall participation, they do not provide

meaningful data on the nature of the postings

or their possible impact on students (see Table

1). In an attempt to further examine the e-dis-

course with an eye towards more explanatory

information, the instructor developed a mea-

sure of postings under each major heading

using a tree branch metaphor. In the first

course threads, the branches of postings were

narrow but not deep. 

One way to visualize this is to look at a

screen capture of the BlackBoard discussion
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board for threads of discussion in the Readings

forum in the fall class (see Figure 1). You can

see from this screen that the postings for this

reading are shallow, with students responding

to the instructors’ questions but not reading or

connecting what they write with what’s

already been posted. The figure clearly shows

that, for the threads displayed, the postings are

shallow and disconnected. While this was not

the case in all of the online threads, it was a

pattern that emerged throughout the first term

and across threads of discussion. 

While the quantitative analysis above

reveals that the first online class did not

TABLE 1
Average Postings/Student for Each Forum

Term & Year

Fall 2002 Winter 2003 Fall 2003 Winter 2004

Readings 14.31 24.63 35.76 29.77

Open Forum 9.46 5.53 4.88 3.23

Assignments 17.92 11.16 18.29 17.32

Totals 41.69 41.32 58.94 50.32

FIGURE 1
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achieve a level of student participation

expected, measured by the number of postings

to the threaded discussion board, it did not help

the instructor understand why students partici-

pated in such limited numbers or how their

participation influenced their learning. There

were qualitative indicators that suggested that

students were not participating in expected

ways that appear in the regular journal entries

of the instructor (below) and in the lack of sub-

stantive multithreaded (deep) postings in the

discussion board. 

The term is about ½ over and I’m still a bit

concerned about the level of participation

in the online class (619). There seems to be

a fairly narrow perspective on the part of

the students in this class regarding how to

participate in the discussion of the articles

for this class. Most of the comments posted

in the Discussion Board under the thread I

put out with the guiding questions are

responses to my questions. Students are not

reading what others are saying, or if they

area, they are not responding to their com-

ments.

As a result of this preliminary analysis, the

instructor made changes in the course structure

trying to stimulate more meaningful participa-

tion in the e-discourse in subsequent terms.

These changes included elaborating on expec-

tations for students in the guidelines for online

discussions, asking students who had taken

previous online courses to talk in the first class

about the nature of the online discussions and

the time required to do so, and encouraging

student-to-student collaborations and interac-

tions throughout the term, using specific dis-

cursive actions. 

Other changes included scheduling regular,

once-a-month chat sessions, identified in the

literature as a possible way to improve the

online course (Roberson & Klotz, 2001) and

suggested by the student survey results. 

During the second online class, the number

and quality of student postings in the Reading

forum improved dramatically. This can be

seen clearly in Table 1 where data are com-

pared across the online courses. Notice how

the postings in the Assignments forum are

comparable but also how the postings from the

winter 2003 online Readings forum are dra-

matically higher then those from the fall 2002

online course. 

More evidence of the differences between

levels of participation can be found by looking

at the nature of student postings using the tree

branch metaphor. Figure 2 shows a screen cap-

ture of a discussion board thread for the Read-

ings forum during the winter 2003 term.

Comparing this figure with the Figure 1 shows

how different the posting patterns were in the

second course. Again using the tree metaphor,

the branches of the discourse tree in the second

term are deeper and more complex than those

in the first term, with students responding to

each other and building on issues raised in

other postings. This pattern of deeper, multi-

leveled threads in the discussion board

emerged and is an indicator of the improved

quality of the e-discourse in subsequent

courses. Ahern, Peck & Laycock refer to these

kinds of postings as complex interaction pat-

terns.

In addition to the examination of the num-

ber of postings to the discussion board, the

instructor looked more closely at the content of

the postings, along with other comments made

by students in their journal entries, e-mail mes-

sages, assignments, survey results, and final

projects. Based on this analysis, the following

themes emerged from the data. 

Emergent Themes

Instructor Playing Devil’s Advocate

One theme that appeared in the e-discourse

was the role of the instructor providing con-

trary or oppositional perspectives on issues

discussed. The example cited below occurred

as part of a larger thread of postings related to

what evaluation criteria should be used for

instructional software. A student posted a

question with regard to one aspect of the crite-

ria in the assignment—installation:
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One question. Do we really need to evalu-

ate how easy it is to load the software onto

the server? Is this something that we as

teachers are going to deal with? I guess I’m

wondering how “techy” the evaluation

needs to be.

Another student replied to this posting with

an affirmative response:

I think that loading the software should be

included as an evulation [sic] criteria. In

our district we have to go through the tech.

department in order to load anything onto

our computers (even just one computer).

This takes time to get them to do it. That

might be a consideration.

One student strongly supported the idea that

teachers should be allowed to install their own

software: 

I believe that is ridiculous. We (staff) sign

user agreements and are entrusted to follow

them. The only big brother mechanism in

place for us is a program running in our

background looking for such programs.

Even then, we are encouraged to have the

copy near our computer. We should be able

to load our own software.

The instructor posted a response to this

message, providing a counter argument to the

one made by the student:

I agree with you in principle, but my expe-

rience with the situation at many K-12

schools is that few teachers are allowed to

load their own software on their computers.

I worked with a 1st grade teacher a few

years ago who bought software for her

classroom with her own money and when

FIGURE 2
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the district found out about it, they had her

remove it. Obviously, this makes it hard for

individual teachers to adopt and use soft-

ware they locate and choose for their class-

rooms. To play devil’s advocate, the

districts often do this because they can not

be responsible for software they do not pur-

chase and install. For them, it’s a question

of maintenance and legality.

Notice the reference in the instructors’ post-

ing to “play(ing) devil’s advocate.” This was

done on purpose, in order to offer a position

contrary to the one proposed by the student,

and to indicate that there might be legitimate

legal reasons for not allowing individual teach-

ers to install software on school computers.

This rhetorical pattern occurred on several

other occasions including instances where stu-

dents took on this role of devil’s advocate

when considering an issue that arose in the

readings or assignments. One student explic-

itly indicated taking on the role in her posting: 

Now, though I like what she had to say, I

will play devil’s advocate and point out

some shortcomings. First of all, I don’t

think any teacher teaches in a transmission

mode all the time. Second, sometimes

transmission mode is a perfectly acceptable

mode of education, especially if you are

discussing things the students are interested

in. Interest is the key here, and she even

starts her article stating that. The third thing

is I would like to visit a constructivist class-

room. I’ve seen them written about quite a

bit, but nobody I know of has come close to

fully implementing anything like that. And

I know a lot of good teachers. Makes me

wonder how realistic it is. Plus, you’d have

to be pretty cavalier to disregard district

and state standards mandates and follow

the student’s interests.

For the students in this online class, the

experience of having someone play devil’s

advocate arose in the public discourse as

another way to look at an issue or argument

from more than one perspective. The fact that

at least one student chose to adopt this perspec-

tive, calling it by the same name, suggests that

the discourse provides a space for experiment-

ing with ways of thinking modeled by the

instructor.

Instructor Revoicing Student Comments 

to Ensure They Stay on the Floor

Another way in which the instructor facili-

tated deep discussion of an issue was to ensure

that it was picked up by students, even if it had

been raised by another student. This is called

revoicing, by which the instructor can call

attention to a point or issue raised by a student

and ask others to respond. In another discus-

sion thread, a student responded to a reading

(by Mellor) in which the author suggested

teachers should lead adoption of technology in

their schools. A student responded with a post-

ing suggesting that students should be compe-

tent with technology to be successful in our

society: 

At the secondary level I feel like school

systems reflect what is abounding in soci-

ety. If an idea or innovation is adopted by

society as a whole, it will then make its way

into the classroom. I wish we were leading

the technological revolution, but I think we

are just following a couple steps behind

when it comes to education. We now live in

a world full of digital music, digital mov-

ies, digital video games, digital media, and

other every day technologies. Whether

wired or wireless much of what we experi-

ence as a society now is related to technol-

ogy. To be able to operate in society there

are certain basic technological skills that

are required. Why should the educational

process be any different? It seems to me

that this is why the pendulum will never

swing back to where it was or even get

close.

The instructor wanted students to focus on

this issue, to consider the implications for it,

and what it might mean to teachers and stu-

dents if implemented (i.e., how are students

going to learn to use technology when they are

already busy learning math, Science, etc?

Whose responsibility is it to teach them this?).

So, to stimulate discussion of these issues, the

instructor replied: 
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To pick up on one of [student name]’s com-

ments, I wonder if Mellor (or anyone else

for that matter) would argue that technol-

ogy needs to be taught in schools, not

unlike Math or Science, because it is neces-

sary for success later in life. Or if there is

another reason for technology to be used:

because it can help students learn the other

subjects better, in more depth, etc.? Any

thoughts on this issue?

Notice how the original author of the idea

was given credit for raising the issue and the

instructor supplemented the posting with

another, related question, thus lending author-

ity to the original posting. Even though the

instructor posed a single question and asked

for comments, most students picked up in the

key issue—whether technology should be

taught or simply learned when used to support

other subjects—but did not seem to argue for

one approach or the other. One student wrote: 

I absolutely believe that technology should

be directly taught. After all, if we are truly

preparing our students to be productive cit-

izens in a technologically advanced world,

aren’t we obligated to teach them how to

use the technologies? I don’t necessarily

think this has to be seperate [sic] from other

core areas. As a math & science teacher, I

often find myself teaching my students how

to use certian [sic] equipment & software,

so they can use and apply those to the con-

tent area. In fact, I think that teaching stu-

dents to use the technology within the

content areas and not as a seperate [sic]

course just underscores how integrated

technology is and will be in the future.

The underlying question here is whether it

is better to learn technology in the service of

learning other subjects or if students should be

taught technology as a separate subject, not

unlike math or language arts. This is a difficult

question, because on the one hand, students

need to learn if they are to be successful using

technology. But on the other, some would

argue that learning technology as an isolated

subject will result in inert knowledge that can-

not be applied in the context of a real-world

problem.

Evidence of Dissention and 

Disagreement

The discussion cited above also led to an

instance in the e-discourse in which there was

disagreement about an issue. Connected to the

issue of whether technology should be taught

explicitly isolated from the subject areas, is the

issue of whether some non-technology skills

and knowledge are required to successfully use

technology for learning. Contrary to what oth-

ers have reported, the instructor found clear

evidence of disagreement in the following

sequence of three student postings from a dis-

cussion thread:

In my opinion if the software is for math

then a lot of reading is not necessary. If a

student is a poor reader then they will

struggle with the reading and not get the

math help. 

I would argue against the point that if the

subject is math, reading is not necessary.

Reading is essential. Math is all about fol-

lowing the right directions. To understand

new concepts or to understand what a ques-

tion is asking is about reading, whats [sic]

more is that it is about making sense of

what you just read. I have four classes of

about 25 kids each that think that you don’t

have to read in math, but half of them are

asking for help (I don’t get it!) because they

don’t understand the question. 

I agree with this comment made by [name].

We currently use the UCSMP books at the

high school level (until next fall, thank

goodness) and they require a lot of reading

and comprehension to be able to do the

problems. What happened to learning the

basics? Yes, these high school kids still

need practice with the basics and shouldn’t

always have to sift through all kinds of

reading...especially if they are already

struggling! Let the software be a good

tutor. And in agreement with [name] … the

reading level should be at the level of the

grade level the books are being used. A col-

league of mine evaluated and Algebra I

book and found that it was actually at an

11th-12th grade reading level. And yes, a

student needs to be able to understand what

a question is asking, but if they do not

understand the concept, all the reading in
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the world will help them make sense of it.

JMTCW

The E-Discourse May be More 

Expressive for Some Students

For certain students, threaded online dis-

cussions may represent a more expressive and

interactive medium than face-to-face discus-

sions. Evidence for this claim can be found in

a variety of sources, most notably in some of

the journal entries of students who took the

winter class: 

The degree of interaction with, and aware-

ness of, the thoughts of other students is

unlike any other course I’ve encountered.

Although the lack of physical presence was

initially disconcerting, I realized that I was

getting way more information about way

more people than in a regular class. In all

my previous classes, I generally only inter-

acted with 1 or 2 other students, and only

heard the spoken thoughts of a few, rather

than all of them. In the online class, I had to

read through the written thoughts of many

more fellow students on assigned readings,

every week, all semester long, and try to

find someone’s thoughts to connect to. The

delay in response gave everyone time to

think about what they wanted to say, rather

than the old style of the most confident stu-

dents “hogging the floor”, and the less

assertive ones being left with “I was going

to say that”. While quite laborious, it was

the first time I’d ever had such ongoing

interaction, and seems to come closer to the

old ideal of what a college education was

meant to be—an intense ongoing discus-

sion of ideas.

Much of the time, the discussion was even

more helpful than the reading selections,

bringing to light new aspects of the prob-

lem or situation stated in the text.… I have

found myself putting more time into the on-

line classes than a traditional face-to-face

class, but because I am able to put the time

in when I have a half-hour here and there

rather than hiring a babysitter and being

away from my children for 4-5 hours a

night once a week, it doesn’t seem like

quite as much. I feel that I have gotten more

out of this format than a face-to-face for-

mat, where much of the “grade” is based on

showing up and putting in your two cents

on discussion. I know this format is not for

everyone, but it suits me to a tee. 

Since we are talking about time, I would

also consider travel time to and from class.

This method may make me do more work

and take a more active role, but it will make

me better in my profession for it. I love the

fact that I don’t have to pound the [highway]

pavement and fight for a parking spot after

a days work. Plus, I feel the discussions we

have are more sincere and focused than

maybe the ones we would have in class.

DISCUSSION 

There are a number of important findings in

the results observed. The kind of e-discourse

found reflects more learner-learner interaction,

which is desirable in an online course and

especially important for providing students

with access to ideas and issues they can learn

from. The fact that there was little evidence of

this kind of participation in the e-discourse in

the first term indicates that a conscious effort

may be required on the part of the instructor to

help create the kind of learning environment in

which participation is more rich and poten-

tially rewarding for student learning. 

The discursive moves employed by the

instructor, including playing devil’s advocate,

revoicing issues raised by students for further

examination, and promoting an environment in

which ideas are questioned and challenged as a

normal part of the discourse, probably contrib-

uted to the results observed. The fact that some

students view the e-discourse as more expres-

sive than face-to-face discussions is also prom-

ising, especially for those interested in

promoting critical reflection through participa-

tion in e-discourse for adult learners.

In some instances, students adopted posi-

tions relative to ideas or issue taken previously

by the instructor in threads of discussion, sug-

gesting that they can engage in interactions

taking on the role of an instructor, and showing

reflective and critical thinking in the process.

Seeing these kinds of discursive moves in the

public discussion forum is promising, but

more work needs to be done to explore how the
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findings of this work can be replicated and

enhanced in the future. 

What is less clear is whether the discursive

moves of the instructor resulted in more rich

participation in the e-discourse or whether this

was a direct result of the modified guidelines

and clearer expectations for students remains

to be seen. The instructor also scheduled more

chat sessions during the winter term and this

may have helped some students. These oppor-

tunities may provide times for students to clar-

ify and understand assignments, projects, and

other course-related issues than they might

otherwise via asynchronous forms of commu-

nication. This might also be dependent on indi-

vidual student preferences and could be

identified in the characteristics of particular

students.

It also seems likely that when students are

exposed to critical and thoughtful consider-

ation of complex issues and ideas associated

with technology use in the K-12 classroom,

modeled by the instructor, some will appropri-

ate these critical ways of thinking themselves

as they anticipate how technology might

impact their own teaching. The extent to which

this kind of learning occurs across the students

in a course is unknown, but the results pre-

sented here are encouraging in this regard. 

LIMITATIONS

While the results reported here are promising,

they are not without drawbacks and limita-

tions. As we know, self-report is a question-

able form of gathering accurate data and it’s

unclear whether the students in the two classes

reported here actualized the comments shared

in the course activities and assignments. With-

out following these teachers into the class-

room, it would be impossible to judge the

extent to which the findings reported contrib-

ute to actual changes in practice. 

There are also questions about the limita-

tions of the rhetorical space that constituted the

course e-discourse and how this may have

influenced students’ participation and subse-

quent learning. Studies of e-mail list servers

may provide some additional insight into the

nature of participation and learning in similar

rhetorical spaces.

The themes and patterns found in this work

do not reflect everyone in the classes, so the

results should not be taken as evidence that

online courses are equally rich and rewarding

for all students. One student wrote in their final

journal entry that they discovered through this

experience that online classes are not a good

way for them to learn, and they do not plan to

take any future classes online.

Descriptive research suffers from the prob-

lems of context and generalization, and given

the small sample sizes, it is not possible to gen-

eralize the results to different populations or

groups of students. But this work is not

designed to be an experimental study or show

cause and effect of Web-based instruction; it is

designed to explore how students learn

through participation in e-discourse and what

role the instructor can play to help facilitate

this learning so future online instruction can be

more effective. Balancing the roles of partici-

pant and observer, where instructors conduct

research on their own teaching and their stu-

dents’ learning, is not a new problem, but it is

one that can be reduced with careful planning

and data analysis that follows data collection,

as exemplified in this study.

While there is much to be learned from the

experiences of a single instructor, perhaps the

greater benefit is realized when other instruc-

tors consider the issues and results found here

and, using their own judgments, make

informed choices about the structure of their

online courses. There is no prescription for

success in online instruction, as in face-to-face

instruction. But this work is shared in hopes

that others can see ideas and ways of structur-

ing and assessing student interactions here and

experiment with them in their own settings. 
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