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RESEARCH ON ONLINE DISCUSSION

Concepts that we need to reflect upon:

1. discussion

2. conflict

3. autonomy (self-directed learning)

4. motivation

5. interaction, interactivity, transaction 

6. participation

7. feedback

8. transactional distance—the subjective feeling students have of the social, psychological, and cognitive separation from their teacher and the subject matter;

    9.  outcomes (quality) vs. satisfaction, process, etc.
What is discussion for you?  Is it: 

(1) A Socratic method in which the teacher guides the class to certain understandings through asking questions and reacting to student responses?

(2) A student led dialogue, in which students

speak to one another, take on teacher roles, and determine the questions and topics?

Summing up an extensive review of the literature on online discussion, Rourke & Kanuka (forthcoming) offer their overall assessment of producing quality discussions online. Critical discourse and collaborative meaning-making are unlikely to occur in the absence of  “ . . . 1) skilled and energetic facilitation, 2) sophisticated conferencing systems that assume some of the responsibilities of successful facilitators, or 3) learning activities that encourage productive and meaningful communication” (Rourke & Kanuka, forthcoming). 

Rourke, L, & Kanuka, H.  (forthcoming).  Computer Conferencing and Distance Learning. In (Hossein Bidgoli, Ed.) In The Handbook of Computer Networks, Vol. 3.  John Wiley & Sons, Inc.

One statement attempting to define dialogue goes as follows: Dialogue is “the extent to which, in any educational program, learner and educator are able to respond to each other” (Saba and Schearer, 1994, p. 42). 

“Unlike immature learners, adults can independently assess gaps  in their current knowledge, identify resources that will fill these gaps, motivate themselves to progress through difficult material, and evaluate their progress toward a learning goal.  This construction of an autonomous, independent student looking to formal education as a resource for their self-directed efforts was congenial to the form of education offered at a distance” (Rourke  & Kanuka, forthcoming).

In one study (Gorsky, Caspi, and Tuvi-Arad, 2004), it was found that online students contacted one another only when they experienced conceptual difficulties.

Garrison Anderson and Archer (2001; 2000) identified conversational actions such as triggering, exploration, integration, and resolution.  Garrison and his colleagues define critical thinking as “the acquisition of deep and meaningful understanding as well as content-specific critical inquiry abilities, skills, and disposition” (Garrison et al., 2000).

For Garrison and colleagues, critical discourse is “. . .more than undirected, unreflective, random exchanges and dumps of opinion” (Garrison et al., 2001, p. 21).

Garrison et al. envisioned students’ unreflective assumptions and rough ideas becoming clear, precise, and defensible through antagonistic interaction with other students and their instructor in computer conferences.

“On the research side, it has been all but impossible to assess Garrison and colleagues ideas because studies of actual discussions online show the absence of critical discourse.  A graduate level conference studied by Garrison et al. found 42% EXPLORATION,  the phase where people share information; 13% INTEGRATION, building on others’ ideas, articulating hypotheses; and essential 0% talk at the highest level of RESOLUTION, applying knowledge, testing and defending solutions.”

 Rourke  & Kanuka ( forthcoming) sum up: “Observers of interaction as it takes shape in computer conferencing rarely report significant instances of critical discourse, dissenting opinion, challenges to others, or expressions of difference.  This makes it difficult to assess the relationship between the types of discursive activity promoted by Garrison et al. (2000) and its hypothesized outcomes.” 

“Only in a situation where genuine issues can be confronted, authentic conflict encountered, and moderate stress experienced, is it possible to generate behaviors in such a way that students can examine them, evaluate them, and modify them when necessary” (Phillips, 1990).
Interaction, Interactivity, Transaction 

“Perhaps one of the most significant contributions to the understanding of communication between people, has been this articulation of the impact of the relationship between communicators upon the content discussed between them and vice versa.  Certainly one of the contexts in which the role of relationships between people has significant impact is the classroom” (Lederman (1992), p. 10).

Costigan Lederman, L.  ( Ed.) (1992).  Communication Pedagogy: Approaches to teaching undergraduate courses in communication.  Norwood, NJ: Ablex.

This is from a book on  teaching courses about small group discussion (Gerald Phillips, ed., 1990).

“Instructors must be able to motivate students to become effective group members.  If the classroom experience does not model real-life conditions, it is unlikely that students will be sufficiently motivated to deal with serious group conflicts or to monitor and alter their own behavior to adapt to the stresses and problems they will encounter in group work.  It is too easy in the ordinary classroom for students to say, ‘This will be over soon and I’ll never have to see these people again.’ They will not be able to make this statement in the workplace” (Phillips, 1990, p. 4).

Phillips, G. M. (Ed.)  (1990).  Teaching how to work in groups. Norwood, NJ: Ablex Publishing. 

“Several researchers have found that the social aspects of the online learning environment are very important (Meyer, 2000).  The virtual classroom, especially when participants are at a distance and previously unknown to each other, creates an anonymity that is liberating, but that also can be disconcerting or alienating.  Class members can try out alternative points of view, or even identities, from the security of their side of the computer screen; only their words are visible. On the other hand, people want to know that somebody is “out there” (Feenberg, 1989), and they strive to project a sense of self and to build community online. In CMC classrooms that are satisfying to participants and in which collaborative learning thrives, researchers have found that participants establish communication conventions and participant structures that promote interactivity, provide a safe environment, allow for diverse perspectives as well as shared aims, and maintain a task focus . . . .” (Lapadat, 2002).

Lapadat, J. C.  (July, 2002).  Written interaction: A key component in online learning.  JCMC Vol. 7 (2). Available 3/08/08 online at:

http://jcmc.indiana.edu/vol7/issue4/lapadat.html
CONFLICT

“In sum, several characteristics distinguish productive from dysfunctional conflict in groups: idea evaluation, idea generation, clarity of group goals, outcome orientation, and flexibility of perceptions and behaviors.  These distinctions further suggest that different types of communication characterize productive and dysfunctional conflict situations.  For example, communication reflecting the critical evaluation of ideas, the open-ended generation of ideas, a discussion of group goals, and a concern for the achievement of mutually acceptable outcomes represents productive conflict.  In contrast, a style indicating no evaluation of ideas, the evaluation of members, a lack of idea generation, and a concern for one’s own goals signifies dysfunctional conflict” (Witteman In Phillips, 1990, pp. 87- 88).

The following is taken from Ken Bain’s, What the Best College Teachers Do, 2004:

Getting Students to Talk

Good teachers know how to talk well, but they also can get students talking.  Indeed, we often heard classes buzzing with lively conversations as questions and ideas darted around the room.  Yet talk can be cheap, bull sessions that produce  little understanding or debates that encourage students to “win an argument” rather than find the truth.  The exceptional teachers did not just want to get students speaking; they wanted them to think and learn how to engage in an exchange of ideas. “Let’s think about why we conduct class discussions,” one of them told us.  “Surely, we want more than to fill time or allow students to work out their nervous tensions so they will more likely liten to us.”

According to Erwin Hargrove, a professor of politics at Vanderbilt, class discussions have a broader purpose. “Remember when you first started teaching,” he reminded a group of his colleagues several years ago.  “If you are typical, you most likely told yourself, ‘I’m learning more now than ever before.’ We conduct class discussions to give our students  a little taste of that experience.  We ask them to struggle with their own thinking and understanding on a subject, to express their ideas to others, and to have their ideas challenged.”  The teachers we studied  thought a good class discussion could help students focus on important questions, stimulate them to grapple with key issues, help them acquire intellectual excitement, and give them the opportunity to construct their understanding.  We came to judge discussions in much the same way.  It didn’t matter to us how much students talked; we wanted to hear them grappling with important issues, struggling toward a better understanding of key issues, raising critical and original questions.

What produced that kind of conversation? Most important, there was something to discuss that the students regarded as important and that required them to solve problems.  The teacher raised questions that the students had come to regard as significant; or, better yet, the students raised those inquiries, often because the teacher had said something or asked them to read or view something that had puzzled, stirred, provoked, intrigued, disturbed, surprised, or even outraged them (Bain, 2004, pp. 126-127).

Bain, K.  (2004).  What the best college teachers do.  Cambridge, MA: Harvard University Press.

� What is contained here is a sampling of research.  It is incomplete and in most cases is taken from published research and is not my own.





