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Abstract

In this qualitative case study I examined five students’ experiences and
understandings of learning through online discussion. The context of my study was a
graduate-level humanities course offered entirely at a distance. Online discussion was a
prominent feature of the course. During.its 15-weeks, 67 separate weeklong conferences
were mounted to support small group activities, whole group discussions, and student-
moderated forums. The instructor played only a marginal role in these conferences. My
data collection activities included interviews and observations. I read all messages as they
were added to the conferences, conducted three, one-hour, semi-structured interviews
with each participant, and exchanged emails with the participants several times during the
study. I analyzed the messages and the interview transcripts using qualitative content
analysis techniques associated with grounded theory, and I employed measures to
promote trustworthiness associated with naturalistic research. During our interviews, the
students described their activities in the conference and the outcomes to which these led.
Their activities included 1) providing others with praise and encouragement, 2)
presenting informal arguments, 3) engaging in discursive explorations, and 4) making
connections between course topics and their personal experiences. The corollary set of
outcomes included 1) engendering feelings of camaraderie and empathy, 2) gathering
supplemental information, 3) making the course content meaningful, 4) discovering and
clarifying ideas, 5) changing their perspectives, and 6) completing the course on
schedule. Contrary to constructions of this technology in our literature, the students did
not approach the conferences as forums for critical discourse or collaborative meaning

making. To encourage critical discourse or collaborative meaning making, one of three
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things needs to be present: 1) an energetic and skilled facilitator, 2) a conferencing
system that assumes some of the facilitator’s functions, or 3) a learning activity in which

small groups engage in purposive collaborative activities.

Reproduced with permission of the copyright owner. Further reproduction prohibited without permission.



Learning through online discussion

ABSTRACT 1
CHAPTER 1: INTRODUCTION 1
RESEARCH QUESTION ... 8
SIGNIFICANCE OF STUDY 9
CONCLUSION 10
CHAPTER 2: LITERATURE REVIEW 12
EARLY RESEARCH ON CLASSROOM DISCUSSION 13
SOCIO-COGNITIVE PERSPECTIVES OF DISCUSSION 14
DISCUSSION AS CONNECTED KNOWING. .....cccuennee 19
DISCUSSION AS NARRATIVE KNOWING 24
DISCUSSION AS COMPOSITION 26
HOLMBERG AND THE GUIDED DIDACTIC CONVERSATION . 34
ACHIVITIES «..eeeeeeeeeeeemeatenccsntesesesessessisssssssnsssss snsmsss s sete shrssrtantsssanssnastassnnstasass sonancans .35
Qutcomes eeeetrerteserenaesteoseeaseteseestesas s ssarenesanren 35
Conceptual framework ............ceevcivirivnsrirsenssrasneas rereerceinasesasa s sens .36
EMDITiCQl SUDPOTT.....ccccoeeameneeueeerassisisssssnssnsssssnssssssessssssssssssensasesssesssnsanssasenss 38
MOORE AND DIALOGUE 39
ACUVILY.o.eeeeeereeeeaenne reereeevesenereeeans eetestesetessssessessssssesssesesessessrentesateeeneesneiiissins 40
QUICOMES......c.oveneereererererrsrsreseensssaneassssasasenssartsasatesranton s botbasssaessesiasebatsasssasat sesasas sessananssssases 41
Conceptual framework ........ eeesriesesestessteseetesetestaseseseeeseseasattesiartaceassasereshererens 41
Empirical support...... .42
GARRISON AND THE COMMUNITY OF INQUIRY 42
ACLIVILP..c..oooeeeeeeeerereresrerseanessasasessesseenssersssasstsinsssasssnnas s s eseresss s m e st s ar b et babassssrasassesesasass 43
Outcomes..... eeeesesteteseesesesssseeaseresesacertesie ittt s iRttt R s R e e sh e e s neR e e raarnans .43
Conceptual framework ............eccceceeeninserieens 44

Reproduced with permission of the copyright owner. Further reproduction prohibited without permission.



Learning through online discussion

EMDIrical SUDDOIT......oovveveeeeeceeeeetessceenencssasssssssssssessrssrsssssssssssssnsasasssossrssnsassssases .45
EVANS AND NATION AND COMMUNICATIVE ACTION 46
Activity..... e 47
OUICOMES .....oveereevereeeremrmsassrensassssasanmssasnssssssasensssesmesesereessssnssasasetsssssssssessensessomesnsasesosnconinss 47
Conceptual framework ... eeetearret et r st h et s st e e s e et e eaaes .48
Empirical evidence s ettt s e et s e n e es 48
LAURILLARD AND THE CONVERSATIONAL FRAMEWORK 49
ACLIVITIES .. eeeeeeeeeectaeieeeeeeeesaereannestsessstsaaesietassenasssessasssssans s nessssnresstossntesonsbessansasarantssessnesnrens 50
OUICOMES ....ooveeeeanaaecrecnrcnnies ereterenttetee et et aeanns 50
Conceptual framework ... eoveecccceecenieaineeeenennans. et aen 51
EMNDITICA] SUDPOFL........oeaeeeceameriitcnineeessisstsssssin s ettt se s s b s sssss s nessanssassnsems b sesensnmasens 52
GUNAWARDENA, LOWE, AND ANDERSON AND MEANING MAKING 53
ACHVITIES ....oveeeeieaeereenseaeecemesteemsacsstesteseesesst s st ssasssessns s s s s e s assssesasonsssstesessersessnssassnasesssares 54
OUICOMIES «..eeeeaeneeeresresisssarassss st sesesetasrasestasee et sob e e asst et st st s remsaaenesmetasbostan e sasentosansreanns 54
Conceprual frameWOrk ...........cccceieievisisisinnisinssnininreressessscsistssass s s senssess e ns e ssness s tesass 55
Empirical support........ .56
MURPHY AND SOLVING PROBLEMS IN COLLABORATIVE ENVIRONMENTS (SPICE)........ccuenu.e-.. 58
ACHIVILIES «...oevineemcmceanes sttt ettt s e bt s e bt a b er e anees 58
Outcomes.... .59
Conceptual framework.............oevuwes .- eeeereeresresteteetassnereeseeaertente 59
EMPITICAl EVIARNICE .....ooveeeeeesereaeneeesseneeeeicnsinssssnsssss s escsssssnssssssssssssnssssssssssssnramesnsas 61
SOCLAL .fCN D COGNITIVE CONSTRUCTIVIST PERSPECTIVES OF COMPUTER CONFERENCING........... 63
CHAPTER 3: RESEARCH DESIGN 67
RESEARCH PERSPECTIVE 67
CASE STUDY 71
Selecting the Case 73
DATA COLLECTION 74

Reproduced with permission of the copyright owner. Further reproduction prohibited without permission.



Learning through online discussion

OBSEIVALION ...coeeeeereeeaee e eeesenset st sessseese st ittt ene ot e e tene st et e s et satesnsasanssmerassensantant oo 75
Interview............ccuun... et s st b s bt nas SR 76
DATA ANALYSIS 79
LIMITATIONS 82
TRUSTWORTHINESS . 84
PROTECTION OF HUMAN SUBJECTS...uteectecieimecetactrarntiantenrnssensssscsssesessssscssosamentasessasessasenasesasanes 87
CHAPTER 4: FINDINGS 90
THE PROGRAM ..ot essess s se e mnesseseseesesesessssse enareseasasasemensnsmesenn 90
THE COURSE ...ceerremamnne 90
THE STUDENTS ..ucteeeeteenseeesemaenrseesasasssnsessasarecsssasssosnnnessasesensas 91
THE COMPUTER CONFERENCE .92
SAUL, JACQUES, RUTH, JUDITH, MARSHALL 94
SAUL. . 94
BACKGTOUNG .....ooaeeeeieeeeeesetecnsneas s s st ssste st ensssasassen s e msbass e b es e sessaessaseasansn 94
CONPLIENCE ACHIVILY ceeoneeeneeenrereerecraerieaneceeencssirenienesasestseeeenemsessen st siatssemsentenseseressenteneennis 96
Learning through online discussion................... e 111
JACQUES 115
Background...........coioeucceneneeacacnnen ettt ettt s st st er et e e s e e eeasian 115
Conference actiVity.........ccuueeermececeeaveeeserseene eeeeretereereresnresseanenrneenn 116
Learning through COMPUIEr CONfEreNCIng ....uvvvevremsississrissssniisss s ssness 128
RUTH 133
BACKGIOUNG ...t eees et srer e e s csmss s ensa s s st s s senene s 133
Conference activity................. eeeeerreesne et eeatet et s et e ae e s e taneear e an 138
Learning through computer CONferencing........ . einscereeseresseseseesenssonas ..143
JUDITH 147
Background. ... cetetentent et e e s as e se e b neneneans 147
Conference Activity eeeeeeeeee e naanne 148

Reproduced with permission of the copyright owner. Further reproduction prohibited without permission.



Learning through online discussion

Learning through computer conferencing............ reereestaeaetesete et ens s ne e s se e en st eresen s araee 166
MARSHALL 168
Background eeetemres st seatentr et et e st e st aeane Lo RSt en s ettt et n s eses Setmt et e raene st e s sasas s arassnen 168
Conference participQlion................coeeceeeenescsesneneanas eereeeteeneene e esnnasaseesenis 169
Learning through computer conferencing................cuueuneeeuen.. reereeeeeit e aensenees 183
CHAPTER 5: THEMATIC ANALYSIS 190
S;l'UDENTS’ ACTIVITIES 190
ENVIPONMENIAL WOTK .......eeeeeeeeeeceeeeeeeeereneeesessarestessesesestee st anessssnsnesaasesosassnesmensassnssnssnsns 191
Addressing ideas encountered in the course ......... eeeeeeeeeteete et et et s st e enne 195
STUDENTS’ OUTCOMES 207
Gathering supplemental infOrMQLON. .............owvecirceniiecreeniescssrecicsses s seesssssensssesans 207
CRANGING PEISPECLIVES........cocuveinrirunrrssrreinsseisisesesssssssssserssssssssessemsseseses 214
Making Content Meaningful...............eeecececniomeeeinrncnescnsscncnsscses et sessnessnsasasesessanes 219
CompoSing tROUZHLS ...........cuueeeeeereeereenesenenesesenens 224
Feelings of camaraderie and empathy ..........oo..ooeereeeeveeeveneenn. e 232
SCREGUIING ....oneeeoeeeeee s sesssessssenessssssamsssens S 239
EXPERIENTIAL VERSUS FORMAL ACCOUNTS OF COMPUTER CONFERENCING .....eseusuesenarasaseeses 241
Social constructivist MOdeLs ...........uweeeroreererereeeeeecneenserasnens 241
COGNItiVe CONSITUCLIVISE TOAEIS........ooneeeninircnceiniesci ittt ssssssss s ssn s anse e s nerins 246
CHAPTER 6: DISCUSSION 259
STUDENTS” EXPERIENCES AND UNDERSTANDINGS...... 260
Problems in Discourse FACilitQtiONn......uesessinissnisisrasnens SR 270
Problems with the Models ettt et st sttt et et e bt b a s s et srenrants 278
STIMULATING CRITICAL DISCOURSE ....... 286
Suggestions for Promoting Critical Discourse...... 288
STIMULATING COLLABORATIVE MEANING MAKING 292
METHODOLOGICAL LIMITATIONS ....ueusimimcrensacsacncsrsesssnessssstmessnsssssnssossisssssssessasensasssssnssesssasies 298

Reproduced with permission of the copyright owner. Further reproduction prohibited without permission.



Learning through online discussion

SUGGESTIONS FOR SUBSEQUENT RESEARCH...

REFERENCES

(¥}
o
w

316

Reproduced with permission of the copyright owner. Further reproduction prohibited without permission.



Learning through online discussion 1

Chapter 1: Introduction

Discussion, as an instructional method, is a prominent feature of higher education.
There are several explanations for this. Intuitively, discussion is recognized as an
important part of intellectual work. As Weedman (1999) has shown, few scholars, artists,
or professionals can produce their work in solitude; they need the give and take of debate
and discussion with their peers in order to develop their ideas. Theoretically, a wide range
of scholars offer accounts of the role of discussion in a diverse set of educational
outcomes including cognitive development (Doise & Mugny, 1986; Piaget, 1977; Perret-
Clairmont, Perret, & Bell, 1989), higher order thinking (Vygotsky, 1984), conceptual
change (Chi, Feltovich, & Glaser, 1982), emancipation (Friere, 1972; Habermas; 1979,
Mezirow, 1991), practical competence (Orr, 1996; Wenger, 1998), epistemic
development (Belenky, Clinchy, Goldberger, & Tarule, 1986; King & Kitchener, 1994)
and understanding (Gadamer, 1977). Hence, discussion is intuitively and theoretically
appealing, but what of the empirical explanations for its prominence? Laurillard (1993)
states: "One of the greatest untested assumptions of current educational practice is that
students learn from discussion" (p. 171).

Laurillard's (1993) point is not that discussion is ineffective, only that the
assumption of its efficacy has not been examined sufficiently. Observing leamer
interaction is complicated, and its goals, for instance higher order thinking or conceptual
change, are elusive targets for meaningful assessment. Moreover, conceptualizations of
discussion are diverse. At one point in the spectrum is Dillon’s (1996) definition:

Discussion is a form of group interaction, people talking back-and-forth

with one another. What they talk about is an issue, some topic that is in
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Leamning through online discussion 2
question for them. Their talk consists of advancing and examining
different proposals over the issue. The proposals may be various
understandings, facts, suggestions, opinions, perspectives, experiences and
the like. These are examined for their contribution towards resolving an
issue. (p- 12)

This conceptualization provides one thread in the web of definitions of discussion
that will be explored in this study.

Despite the ambiguity of the term (Bannan-Ritland, 2002; Wagner, 1994)
and the limited empirical support for its use in the classroom, the discussion
rﬁemod found a secure home in higher education with the introduction of
computer conferencing, a sort of robust email that facilitates textual,
asynchronous group communication. By textual I mean that message production
is limited to the characters on a computer keyboard, and by asynchronous I mean
that the communication is somewhat liberated from the temporal and orchestral
constraints of face-to-face communication. This development invigorated interest
in empirical support for its pedagogical efficacy; however, early results, typified
by McLaughlin and Luca’s (2000) findings, were disappointing:

Analysis shows that most of the messages in online discussion are

in the category of comparing and sharing information. There is

little evidence of the construction of new knowledge, the critical

analysis of peer ideas, or the negotiation of meaning. The

discussions do not appear to foster testing and revision of ideas,

which are processes fundamental to higher order thinking. Only a
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Learning through online discussion 3
small percentage of contributions can be categorized as higher

order cognition or awareness of knowledge building. (p. 5)

It is difficult to imagine how the type of interaction McLaughlin and Luca describe could
support higher order educational outcomes.

Since the time that McLaughlin and Luca (2000) were collecting their data, many
descriptions of productive and valuable computer conferences have appeared in the
literature. Thus, McLaﬁghlin and Luca’s results do not “typify” computer conferencing as
they once did. Among the subset of reports that are trustworthy, a complex picture of
computer conferencing emerges. Some students and instructors enjoy the experience,
they report that it enhances their learming or teaching, and they look forward to
participating in more conferences (Gabriel, 2004; Gray, 2004; Buckingham, 2003;
Stacey, 1999; Naidu & Oliver, 1996). Others resent the requirement to participate in or
host conferences, complain that the associated work and time demands are onerous, and
doubt that the effort is worth the reward (Bullen, 1999; Jeong, 2004; Rovai & Barmum,
2003; Thomas, 2002; Wilsén, Vamnhagen, Krupa, Kasprzak, Hunting, & Taylor, 2003).
Making this picture more complex is the fact that often, these contradictory impressions
arise from participants in the same conference. How can such discrepancies be
explained?

I have encountered these discrepancies as a student, a learner, a researcher, and an
instructor. When I was a student in my educational technology masters program, I
participated in many course-based computer conferences. Each one, I felt, took up too
much of my time without enhancing my learning. To contribute something insightful to

the forums and to follow the jumbled set of messages I needed to attend to the conference
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Learning through online discussion 4
everyday. No other course activities were this demanding; vet, for me this effort was not
accompanied by a cone§ponding gain in learning.

In my broader role as a learner, however, discussion—face-to-face, over the
phone, or through the computer—was (and is) an important and frequent activity. Much
of what I understand about my field comes from the conversations that [ have with
instructors, colleagues, and friends. These interactions embody the qualities that Dillon
(1996) attributes to discussion. They trigger the processes that McLaughlin and Luca
(2000) say lend it its pedagogical value, and they give rise to the outcomes that warrant
its use (e.g., conceptual change, practical competence, epistemic development, and
understanding).

I bring these competing experiences of discussion to my role of adjunct instructor.
In my occasional job teaching graduate courses online, I try to remember that students
can perceive our online discussions as a place to reflect on and articulate their
understanding of course readings or merely as a site for more busy work. To encourage
the former orientation, I do three things. First, I divide the students into small groups (4-6
students). I think this allows group members to come to trust each other and provides
them with sufficient background information for meaningful interaction (e.g., “You’re a
corporate trainer, Jane. Would this type of thing actually work?”). It also limits the
number of messages students are confronted with when they enter the conference.
Further, I think a group of this size is large enough to sustain a discussion but small
enough to compel group members to respond to each other.

I also engage in staging: I present students with a definition of discussion, usually

Dillon’s (1996), highlight a few of its salient qualities (interactive, purposeful, critical),
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Learning through online discussion 5
and provide individualized assessment and feedback during the first few weeks. Students
may not understand their role in online discussion as clearly as they do in conventional
activities, and the feedback provides guidance. Further, I feel that any assignment,
whether it is an essay, a case study, or online discussion, necessitates guidance and
feedback.

Finally, | remind the graduate students that many types of peer discussion are
valuable, not just informal argumentation with claims, counterclaims, grounds, and
warrants. It is equally valuable, I remind them, to share their personal experiences with
the course content. When students compose anecdotes about their encounters with course
concepts and discuss them with group members it helps them relate material to their prior
experiences and apply it to their daily lives. When group members read these vignettes, it
contextualizes and situates abstract information from their text.

The outcomes of this procedure are mixed. As one can imagine, providing
feedback weekly to each of the 20-25 students I have in my courses is labour-intensive
and time-consuming. My students’ evaluations of the procedure are mixed. I encounter
one group of students who it seems have selected distance education specifically because
they want to work independently. I suspect it is these students who drop out of the course
when they leamn of the conference requirement, who ask if they can complete an
alternative assignment or, as happened once, cut and paste others’ postings into their
groups’ discussion. I encounter another group of students for whom the opportunity to
interact with peers in an intellectual environment is an important reason for enrolling in

post-secondary courses. I believe it is these students who volunteer to moderate the
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discussion or call me at home to express how much they have enjoyed the course,
especially the conference.

Only rarely, however, do I see overwhelming evidence that the computer
conference has been a distinct and important enhancement to the learning experience. I
have looked for this evidence in my role as a researcher. Over the past six years, ] have
conducted several investigations into the role of computer conferencing in higher
education. I have worked as a résearch assistant on a SSHRC-funded investigation,
conducted my Master’s thesis on the topic, and discussed my ideas at conferences and in
peer reviewed journals (Rourke, 2002; Rourke, 2001; Rourke, 2000; Rourke & Anderson,
2004; Rourke & Anderson, 2002a; Rourke & Anderson, 2002b, Rourke & Anderson,
2002c; Rourke & Anderson, 2002d; Rourke, Anderson, Garrison, & Archer, 2001;
Rourke, Anderson, Garrison, & Archer, 1999; Rourke & Conrad; 2004; Rourke &
Lysynchuk, 2000; Rourke & Szabo, 2002a; Rourke & Szabo, 2002b).

The research teams I worked with engaged initially in some basic taxonomonic
work (we suggested categories through which researchers could view computer
conferencing), followed by some psychometric work (we developed instruments for
measuring the categories).

Our work from this period embodied the values of post-positivistic social science
articulated by Cook and Campbell (1979): In the taxonomies, we strove for formal
symmetry; in measurement, we strove for reliability and validity. Underlying this work |
was the assumption that reality was objective. In our case, this meant that the messages

,which students exchanged in the computer conferences had a meaning apart from the

intent of their authors or the interpretations of their intended readers. This enabled us to
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imagine ourselves as detached observers, to identify the meaning of messages, or more
accurately, to assign messages to a limited set of categories of meaning that we brought
to the conferences.

Gradually, my research within the group began to include, tangentially, some
qualitative data collection and analysis techniques. To me, these measures yielded
insights that were more intriguing and meaningful than the previous studies, and they
provided a better understanding of the phenomena I was studying.

A single example is illustrative. One of the paramount features that theorists see
when they regard computer conferencing is the asynchronous (i.e., not at the same time)
character of communication. This factor has fuelled theoretical speculation and empirical
data gathering since the early eighties and continues to do so. However, open-ended
interviews with students and observations of their activities suggest that they may not
experience computer conferencing as asynchronous. Students using this ostensibly
asynchronous medium have told me about the problems of coordinating their online
schedule with others’, thé problems that internet traffic can pose at certain times of the
day when meeting with others, and the importance of posting messages early in a
conference week (before all the good opinions are taken). This type of data provides an
understanding of computer conferencing that is grounded in the experiences of people
who use it.

Reflecting on these types of results, I began to think about Lincoln and Guba’s
(1985) recommendation that researchers consider the fit between the phenomenon they
wish to study and their inquiry paradigm. I have come to believe that the (post)

positivistic inquiry strategy may not be the most suitable paradigm with which to conduct
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exploratory studies of human communication, peer and instructor dialogue, and the role
that these play in learning. After studying online discussion for six years, [ have come to
believe that it has certain persistent features that shape and constrain the manner in which
it can be studied, namely a) communication is indexical, that is, the meaning of messages
are conditional on the context of their use (Suchman, 1987); b) peer interactions are
dynamic systems in which students create their own rules and meanings (Cicourel, 1964);
c) these rules include rules of relevance and irrelevance (Goffman, 1961), that is,
interactants decide on the spot which “objective” features of a communicative
environment they will ignore and which features they will regard, and d) discussion 1s an
ongoing accomplishment (Ten Have, 1998). A better fit for studying phenomenon with

these characteristics is the naturalistic inquiry paradigm.

Research Question

Naturalistic researchers argue that as human beings, we act toward objects in light
of our interpretations of their meaning. Their concerﬁs in research, therefore, are to
uncover the meaning perspectives of particular actors in specific situations. Accordingly,
the general question raised in this study is, what are the participants’ experiences and
understandings of online discussion? Do the students see themselves engaged in critical
discourse with their peers? Do they conceive of the conference primarily as a forum for
social interaction? Do they see themselves as merely complying with course requirements
for participation? A wide range of understandings is possible. Furthermore, it is important
to understand how the students reconcile their conceptualizations of what they are doing
in the computer conference with the facticity of its educational nature. Do the students,

for example, see informal argumentation as an effective way to clarify concepts in their
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Learning through online discussion 9
own minds? Or, is argumentation experienced as competitive. and uncomfortable? Is the
social interaction motivating and engaging, or is it an inefficient distraction? The
students’ underétanding of online discussion will be nested in a sophisticated and
idiosyncratic web of personal understandings—understandings of learning activities,
educational technologies, student assessment, instructor evaluation, post-secondary
education, peer interaction, and their irmmediate pragmatic activity, among other things.

Naturalistic résearchers are concerned with local meanings, specific
understandings, and the particular interpretations formulated by specific actors in specific
events. Therefore, they study cases. Merriam (1998) defines case study as the intensive,
holistic description of a particular phenomenon or event. My case was selected from a
higher education setting in which-online discussion played a central role. A course with
no face-to-face components was chosen to reduce the complexity of the situation. The

mode of online discussion that I studied was asynchronous and textual communication.

Significance of Study

The American Psychological Association (APA) (1997), in an influential directive
to instructors, argued:

Learning can be enhanced when students have an opportunity to interact

and to collaborate with others. In interactive and collaborative

instructional contexts, learners have an opportunity for perspective taking

and reflective thinking that may lead to higher levels of cognitive

development ( 3).
The APA’s preamble to this principle characterized it as “systematically researched,” yet

many instructors and researchers remained unconvinced. A year later, for instance,
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Pomerantz (1998) was arguing, “little empirical evidence exists to support a relétionship
between peer discussion and student achievement. The assumption that discussion
improves critical thinking is largely untested, especially in higher education” (p. 3). The
APA’s assertions are also contradicted by much of the data that are collected from
computer conferences. Davis and Rouzie (2002) for instance offered the following
depiction of student interaction in their computer conference:

The reasoned deliberation that is one of the essential features of discourse

is sorely missing. Any debate about student sent information is minimal;

few topics generate a thread of more than two messages and little more

than a superficial level of agreement (or for that matter disagreement).

There is neither collaboration nor agonistics. ( 13)

It is remarkable to find such fundamental disagreement surrounding one our most
venerable educational strategies.

Despite this controversy, limited empirical study, and the often negative findings
in studies that have been conducted, use of online discussion has flourished. With so
maﬂy instructors and students engaged in this process, it is important to supplement our
veneration of the method with understanding a‘md evidence. After half a century of
sporadic research on the discussion method and the recent spurt of investigation of online

discussion, it is still unclear how and what students learn from the activity.

Conclusion

Few instructional activities are capable of achieving all of the diverse outcomes
proposed at the outset of this chapter, from cognitive growth to personal emancipation.

Equally rare is an instructional technique that has been championed by representatives
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from several educational perspectives, from cognitive constructivists (cf. Doise &
Mugny, 1986; Piaget, 1977) to educational anthropologists (Orr, 1996; Wenger, 1998).
Usually, educational perspectives and the instructional techniques that they endorse have
a finer point on them. Likely, online discussion is useful in facilitating a circumscribed
set of educational goals in a particular manner. The ensuing two chapters contain, first, a
broad review of potential answers to these questions and, second, a description of the

method I used to seek understanding in this area.
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Chapter 2: Literature Review

In the acclaimed essay Why Johnny Can't Think, Karp (1985) ruminates on the
dismal state of education described in 4 Nation at Risk (U.S. Government Reporting
Office, 1984). “Instruction in classrooms is almost entirely dogmatic,” he charges:

Answers are right and answers are wrong but mostly answers are short.

Assessment calls almost exclusively for short answers and recall of

information. The intellectual terrain is laid out by the instructor, and the

paths for walking it are predetermined by the instructor (p. 71).

Karp juxtaposes this with what he regards as the self-evident method of imparting higher-
level skills:

The give and take of genuine discussion is conspicuously absent. Not even

one percent of institutional time is devoted to discussions that require

some kind of open response involving reasoning or perhaps an opinion

from students (p. 71)

I-:or Karp, the connection between discussion and higher-level instructional outcomes is
axiomatic. He is not alone in this assumption, but is this what educational researchers
have found?

In this chapter, | summarize answers to that question by reviewing two bodies of
related literature. The first is a general introduction to the discussion method, its role in
higher education, and its unique expression in computer conferencing. The second looks
specifically at distance educators’ conceptualizations of computer conferencing in post-
secondary settings—the context in which my study took place. This includes a brief

sketch of the views of Holmberg (1983), Moore (1983, 1973), Garrison, Anderson, and
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Archer (2000); Laurillard (1993); Evans and Nation (1989); Gunawardena, Lowe, and
Anderson (1997), and Murphy (2004a, 2004b, 2004c, 2003). From their writings, I
abstract the activities, outcomes, and learning theories they associate with mediated
student interaction.

This section begins with the general introduction to discussion as a learning
activity in higher education. Students” accounts of online discussion, collected from my
experiences as a student, a researcher, and an instructor, are presented along side

theoretical accounts that appear in the literature of educational psychology.

Early Research on Classroom Discussion

The empirical study of discussion as a learning activity began in earnest from an
awkward perspective. Typically, a discussion condition was compared to a lecture
condition for their relative efficiency at facilitating recall and recognition of factual
information (e.g., Dubin & Taveggia, 1968; McKea;Iﬁe, 1978, McKeachie & Kulik,
1975).

Within this framework, several studies were conducted during the 1950s and
1960s. The results of the more rigorous of these studies were collected and synthesized
by Dubin and Taveggia (1968) and McKeachie and Kulik (1975). Dubin and Taveggia
reviewed 36 studies in which final examinétion scores of students taught by the
discussion method were compared to the scores of students taught by the lecture method.
Fifty-one percent of the studies favoured the lecture method and 49-percent favoured the
discussion method. This led the researchers to conclude that the outcomes of discussion

were, at best, not significantly different from the outcomes of lectures. At worst,
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discussion was regarded as an inefficient “sharing of ignorance” (Baxter-Magolda, 1992,
p- 234) that did not facilitate the assimilation of knowledge.

McKeachie and Kulik (1975) criticized Dubin and Taveggia (1968) for not
differentiating between the types of educational objectives measured in each of their 36
studies. They re-analyzed the same set of studies and concluded that the lecture method
was more effective for promoting the acquisition of information and lower order
objectives, but the discussion method was more effective for promoting retention of
information and higher order objectives.

Based on this program of research, Gall and Gall (1990) offered the following
conclusion: When educational objectives are content coverage and lower order cognitive
outcomes, it is probably more effective to use methods such as lecture and recitation than
to have students engage in discussion.

This type of research represents a mismatch between ways of knowing, ways of
inquiring, and ways of learning. It assumes a real world and an objective epistemology,
which leads to post-positivistic methods of inquiry. Yet, discussion as a learning activity
is more consistent with the constructivist eﬁistemology and collaborative methods of
learning, which have been associated with interpretivist methods of inquiry. Once

researchers began to recognize these inconsistencies, inquiry took a different form.

Socio-cognitive Perspectives of Discussion
The perspective of learning advanced by Piaget, for instance, offered a new
perspective through which to view the role of discussion in post-secondary education.
Those who are familiar with the work of Piaget (1977) recognize the constructivist

themes that pervade his writing. Piaget argued that learners do not passively receive
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knowledge from authorities, rather they actively create or construct meaning in an effort
to bring coherence to their experiences.

Cognitive conflict, perturbation, and dissonance were some of the key elements in
the Piagetian model of cognitive growth. Piaget (1977) originally conceived of cognitive
conflict as largely a solitary process precipitated by an individual’s interaction with the
concrete world. Later, he began writing about the importance of social interaction as an
impetus for cognitive conflict and growth. This position was developed by Doise and
Mugny (1986) who formulated a special social version of the theory of cognitive
development, which they referred to as socio-cognitive conflict theory. The underlying
assumption of this theory is that knowledge is motivated, organized, and communicated
in the context of social interaction. Doise and Mugny argued that when individuals
operate on each other’s reasoning they become aware of contradictions between their
logic and that of their partners. The struggle to resolve the contradictions propels
individuals to new and higher levels of understanding.

The basic model for the socio-cognitive conflict studies conducted by Doise and
Mugny (1986) and Perret-Clairmont et al. (1989) became the pre-test post-test control
group design in which subjects were a) randomly assigned to groups, b) tested to
determine their operatory level, ¢) required to achieve consensus with a discussion
partner, and then d) retested to identify any changes in operatory level. Perret-Clairmont
et al. report the following results of a series of such studies:

The responses that students develop [during peer interaction] are

cognitively superior to their initial ones. They become capable of a larger

integration of viewpoints. They produce new reasoning that can be
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defended with arguments. The learning that occurs involves a complete
restructuring of the subjects' mode of thinking. (p. 45)

The well-documented success of Doise and Mugny (1986) and Perret-Clairmont et al.
(1989) led Berkowitz and Gibbs (1983) to develop an explicit method of discussion for
use in education referred to as ransactive discussion. The authors define this model as
discussion that consists primarily of reasoning that operates on the reasoning of another.
If discussion is to be a valuable instructional method, they argued, the discussants must
focus on providing justification for their position. In a series of studies conducted over a
20-year period, transactive discussion, of which the key elements are peer-to-peer
interaction, conflict, and the justification of reasoning, has been effective at promoting
cognitive development, transfer, and higher-order learning (Azmita & Montgomery,
1993; Berkowitz & Gibbs; 1983; Kruger, 1992; Kruger & Tomasello, 1986; Maitland &
Goldman, 1974).

This work provides a perspective of learning through discussion that is consistent
with the reflections of some online students’ that I have interviewed. When asked to
describe the elements of computer conferences that contribute to their learning, they often
respond in this manner:

It is in the process of defending my position that I really start to think:

Why do I feel that way? Why do I think that way? And, two things can

happen: Either I become even more convinced of my position, or I go:

“Maybe I haven’t thought this through as deeply as I could have or should

have.” For me, that’s what’s valuable about the online discussions.

(Rourke & Anderson, 20022, 9§ 23)
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This student could have been reading right out of Brown and Palincsar’s (1989)
research:

Social settings provide an audience for an individual's attitudes, opinions,

and beliefs, and audiences can request clarification, justification, and

elaborations. The sceptic or critic role in group discussions has been

accorded special status: By forcing a student to defend or elaborate a

solution, a more mature resolution will emerge. (p. 403)

The valuable part of discussion for many students is the intellectual challenge
they receive from peers. When students ask each other to justify a claim, point out
weakness in a position, or offer counter-proposals, they are forced to re-evaluate
their original conclusions much like Piaget (1977), Doise and Mugny (1986), and
Perret-Clairmont et al. (1989) would predict.

This process is sufficiently present in computer conferencing that researchers
examining other issues have discovered it serendipitously. In a study that a colleague and
I conducted (Rourke & Anderson, 2002a) we attempted to demonstrate that computer
conferences could provide an environment that would support social communication.
Examining the conference transcripts for elements such as expressions of emotion and the
use of humour, we were confronted with comments like the following from several
students:

The social environment is difficult to judge because on the one hand, the

contributions were superficially friendly, but there was also an

unwillingness to upset this friendly character by bringing up issues that
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might conflict with other's opinions. The character of communication was

almost too nice. to be useful. (Rourke & Anderson, 20023, | 15)

If one perceives of the computer conference as a forum for argumentation, its absence is
disappointing. Is argumentation a ubiquitous feature of computer conferencing?

According to Jonassen and Cho (2002), the answer is no. Jonassen and Cho
analyzed an online discussion among a group of college students as a requirement of their
economics course. Regardless of whether the students were discussing well-structured or
ill-structured problems, or using argumentation scaffolding software or not, there was
little evidence of argument. “Almost no messages stating backings or rebuttals were
generated by any of the groups and very few warrants were produced either,” Jonassen
and Cho reported (p. 13).

These findings should not be interpreted as critical of computer conferencing in
particular. D. Kuhn (1991) encountered similar results in face-to-face settings with a
broad sample of participants. She asked 160 individuals ranging in age from 14 to 60
years-old to offer their analysis of three ill-structured problems: 1) What causes
unemployment? 2) Why do children fail at school? and 3) What causes recidivism? Kuhn
was not studying peoples’ attitudes toward social issues, however. She was interested in
their argumentation skills. Kuhn found that the participants were quick to offer assertions
but slow to offer grounds or warrants for their assertions. Less than half of the
respondents, in fact, provided evidence for their claims even though Kuhn and her
colleagues prodded them frequently as part of their interview guide.

Nonetheless, discussion methods that derive principles from socio-cognitive

conflict theory are consistent with students’ attributions of the process of learning
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through online discussion. These methods have received the greatest amount of empirical
scrutiny and have yielded the most convincing educational results. However, focusing
strictly on the argumentational elements of discussion may under-represent all of the

things that occur in computer conferences.

Discussion as Connected Knowing

Socio-cognitive conflict theory explains some of the themes that arise when
students reflect on their learning experiences in online discussion. Excluding other types
of content misses important ways in which students learn in conferencing. Another type
of experience is portrayed in the following reflection:

The online discussion helped me to learn because it provided a great

breadth and diversity of opinion. Sharing experiences and providing

analogies is what makes the discussion a valuable part of learning.

(Rourke and Anderson, 2002b, q 30)

This type of peer interaction brings to mind Belenky et al.’s (1986) concept of connected
knowing. Belenky et al. oﬁtlined an epistemological development model similar to the
popular model put forth by William Perry (1970). Their model, however, focused on the
experiences of female, rather than male, college students. Through a series of
longitudinal interviews, Belenky et al. identified a set of five unique epistemological
positions evident in the participants’ responses. In a manner similar to Perry, the authors
argued that the positions represented a progression from less mature to more mature
notions of what counts as knowledge, truth, and justification.

In-keeping with Perry’s (1970) focus, Belenky et al. (1986) conjectured that

progression through these stages is related to a progression through the formal education
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system. The stages they identified were silence, received knowing, subjective knowing,
procedural knowing, and constructed knowing. As a simplification of their model,
women in the initial epistemological stages experience themselves as mindless, voiceless,
and subject to the whims of external authority. Gradually, they come to view knowledge
as contextual, experience themselves as creators of knowledge, and value both subjective
and objective strategies for knowing.

Layered atop of these epistemological positions, Belenky et al. (1986) identified a
division in the procedural knowing stage. One set of women was characterized as
separate knowers and another set as connected knowers. Separate knowing was typified
by an objective, critical and adversarial stance. This description of separate knowing 1is
consistent with the themes developed in socio-cognitive conflict theory (Doise & Mugny,
1986) and transactive discussion (Berkowitz & Gibbs, 1983). Like the archetypal
scientist, the separate knower strives for a detached, rational, and sceptical attitude
toward inquiry and learning. Clinchy (1989) noted that when it came to peer discussion,
the favoured mode of discourse for separate knowers was argument.

Connected knowers are the opposite of separate knowers in their attitudes toward
knowledge, their learning strategies, and the types of discussion that they regard as
helpful to leamning. Connected knowing is based on empathy and a willingness to suspend
judgement. Whereas separate knowers seek knowledge through a detached and logical
confrontation with information, connected knowers seek understanding through personal
experience or through an empathetic uﬁderstanding of the experiences of others. The

essence of this type of knowing is a connection with or attachment to the knowledge.
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“Connected knowing builds on the subjectivists’ conviction that the most trustworthy
knowledge comes from personal experience,” Belenky et al. (1986, p. 112-113) observed.

In a previous study, I asked students how their computer conference helps them
learn. One provided a response that is in-keeping with the idea of connected knowing:

Listening to somebody who can talk about [the content] as a practitioner,

somebody who can talk about [the content] as a pissed-off person who had

to pay too much money the last time they had a consultant come in; those

are the valuable things in an online discussion.” (Rourke & Anderson,

2002b, q 21)

One of the students whom Belenky et al. (1986) came to call connected knowers
provided a similar explaﬁation of the value of discussion: “Its great to get another
view on the issue from someone who’s right there in the situation and who can
see it differently from my view” (p. 114).

In discussion, connected knowers do not argue about abstractions or attack and
defend positions, nor do they attempt to prove that their arguments are correct. Rather,
they offer opinions and interpretations, which are often embedded in personal
experiences. Their questions and responses to each other have less to do with logical
reasoning and more to do with the circumstances that lead to particular beliefs. These
types of exchanges are used to bring meaning, order, and understanding to their worlds.

Galloti’s (1998) description of the behaviour of connected knowers and separate
knowers in her undergraduate classes suggests that the former may provide a more
appropriate model for discussions among post-secondary students. The latter, as she

describes them, are brutally frank in their criticism of others’ positions:
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I had asked for a critical analysis of an experiment, and they gave me a

list, quite snide in tone, of every possible shortcoming they could think of.

Discussions of course readings came to involve eye rolling and

expressions of incredulity that this or that author (e.g., Jean Piaget)

actually got a paper published in a respectable journal (Y 3).

Two problems with that type of discourse says Galotti 1s that it is fundamentally
abstract and negative. What Galotti was trying to cultivate, on the other hand, was
closer to the discursive behaviour of connected knowers, or as she describes it,
discourse “that honours the contribution that a particular participant, however
controversial, has made, that shows respect for what they have accomplished” (
)

Dawson, Taylor, Geelan, Fox, Herrmann, and Parker (1999) identified
connected knowing as an outcome or goal in their graduate course in science and
mathematics education, which was offered at a distance. One of the key activities
for facilitating this goal was online discussion. Dawson et al. suggest that by
making room in the discussions for personal narrative, students initially become
interested in the facts of peoples’ lives, then shift to becoming interested in their
ways of thinking. This ability to adopt another’s perspective is a central element
of connected knowing.

Lundeberg and Moch (1995) report on the use of discussion—in large
groups, small groups, and pairs—with a special population of nursing students
who were failing their science courses. The instructors felt that cultivating a spirit

of connected knowing would help these students “develop conceptual
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understandings, connect, relate, and integrate scientific information, and leam
how to learn science” (p. 322). Using observations, group interviews, surveys, and
an analysis of the transcripts of the students’ discussions, the authors were able to
identify the types of interaction that helped these students to meet their objectives.
Contextualizing concepts by discussing them in relation to previous personal
experiences and concurrent clinical situations was one successful strategy.
Another was the explanations that students took turns providing for one another
that followed admissions of uncertainty or ignorance.

Belenky et al.’s (1986) notion of connected knowing offers an alternative
to the agonistic model of how students learn through online discussion articulated
by Piaget (1977) and Doise and Mugny (1986) among others, and to the
instructivist model reviewed in Dubin and Taveggia (1968) meta-analysis.

A provisional answer to the questions of what and how students learn
through online discussion in the connected knowing mode can be formulated. The
educational objectives are personal understanding and the infusion of meaning
into abstract material. One process through which this occurs is the empathetic
consideration of others’ experiences and tales. By suspending judgment and
putting oneself in another’s shoes, students come to understand material from a
variety of perspectives. In a way, they are learning from experience, not their
own, but others’.

Stake (1995) provides a term for the active ingredient that leads to this manner of
understanding. He defines naturalistic generalization as the conclusions arrived at

through vicarious experience so well constructed that the person feels as if it happened to
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them (p. 85). This type of understanding is best achieved, Stake (1995) argues, through
thick description (Geertz, 1973). Unlike the terse expositories of separate knowers
(whose function is objective explanation and dependable information transmission), thick
descriptions are presented subjectively and invite readers to write their own texts as they
read.

Stake (1995), of course, is considering these issues in the context of the
qualitative case study as a strategy for learning about a phenomenon and sharing that
learning with others. Lincoln and Guba (1989) pick up on-his notion of naturalistic
generalization and add additional insights about what and how people learn from vivid
descriptions of cases:

They serve as metaphors useful to the reader to stretch and test his or her

own knowledge; they provide the information and sophistication needed to

challenge the reader’s current construction and enable its reconstruction;

they serve as ‘idea catalogues’ from which the reader may pick and choose

in ways relevant to his or her own situation; and, most important, they

provide the vicarious experience from which the reader may learn, as we

do, from all experience. (p. 54)

A case report prepared by a qualitative researcher‘ is different from a message posted to a
computer conference; yet, it is not difficult to imagine some of the same educational

processes at work in both instances.

Discussion as Narrative Knowing

While Belenky et al. (1986) were working out the distinction between separate

and connected learners, Bruner (1986) was developing a similar distinction between two
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types of knowing. His account embellishes the explanation of how the stories that
connected knowers share may enhance their learning, and provides a heuristic set of
criteria for evaluating each form.

In Bruner’s (1986) terminology, the distinction between the two ways of ordering
experience or constructing reality is between paradigmatic knowing and narrative
knowing. The paradigmatic mode seeks to establish generalizable truths through well-
reasoned arguments. The narrative mode seeks to portray something of “fhe
verisimilitude of human intentions” through stories. At their best, Bruner explains,
paradigmatic representations are logical, valid, and verifiable. Stories at their best are
good, gripping, and believable. In Bruner’s (1986) words:

A good story and a well-formed argument are two different natural kinds.

Both can be used as a means of convincing another; yet, what they

convince of is fundamentally different: arguments convince of their truth,

stories of their lifelikeness. The one verifies by eventual appeal to

procedures for establishing formal and empirical truth. The other

establishes not truth but verisimilitude. (p. 11)

Bruner noted that much has been written on the subject of paradigmatic knowing, but
little on narrative knowing. The same can be said for their respective roles in learning
through discussion.

Blake (2002) employed these notions in a study of his students. He began by
noting that the attitude of narrative knowing is consistent with the tenets of constructivist
learning theories. It encourages the juxtaposition of experiences and collaboration among

students. Applying this perspective to course design, Blake complemented the standard
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reading list of his undergraduate science class with relevant poems and stories, and he
noticed changes in his students’ learning. Along with their ability to recall information,
students were able to recognize applications of the content to their lives. More so than in
previous years, he noticed that students came to regard science as a relevant, meaningful,
and useful endeavour.

Bruner (2002) asserts that stories are a primordial technology for making sense of
experience. For him, writing a story is synonymous with constructing knowledge. As
Polkinghorne (1988) argued, “By telling stories we start to construct a meaning with
which our experiences gain sense. The construction of meaning arises from the account.

It is 2 fundamental human activity we all do” (p. 21).

Discussion as Composition

Two additional perspectives may be useful for understanding how the
compositional aspects of computer conferencing may facilitate learning. One is to
compare the éctivity with journaling, specifically dialogue journaling. These are
described as “Logs or notebooks used by more than one person for exchanging
experiences, ideas, or reflections” (Krol, 1998, p. 4). Yeoman (1995) developed a
connection between these and computer conferencing: “Both journals and conferences
can be taken up and put down again, bear frequent interruption, and while often intimate
and personal, can also deal quite adequately with the theoretical” (p.139).

Abdullah and Gilmer (1997) used dialogue journaling in their uﬁdergraduate
science classroom in an attempt to move students beyond lower level factual learning to a
higher level understanding of concepts and a recognition of their relevance and

connection in daily life. Students were required to compose their thoughts about what
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they were learning, and every two-to-three weeks the instructor read their journals and
responded to their reflections. Using several qualitative techniques including analyses of
the students’ journals, classroom observation, and interviews with the students and the
instructor, Abdullah and Gilmer concluded that the dialogue journals increased the
students’ understanding, appreciation, and curiosity for the subject. The instructor
attributed this to increased and continuous opportunities for interaction between his
students and himself. Furthermore, he felt it was important that the interaction was non-
threatening. “Students are free to say: ‘I don’t know’, or ‘I don’t understand.” So, they
may feel like they don’t know something, but they don’t necessarily feel embarrassed
about admitting to it as they surely would in front of their classmates™ (p. 3). The students
in the study liked the activity and reported that it enhanced their learning, but they offered
few explanations why.

Fisher (1996) incorporated dialogue journals in his undergraduate social
psychology course. In his words, the purpose was “to bring students to view course
material as something active in their daily lives and more than just information to be
memorized for an upcoming exam” (p. 158). Using questionnaires with a combination of
closed- and open-ended responses, Fisher identified two benefits that students found in
the activity. First, it personalized the course material. “I really felt that I could apply the
material to myself and my experiences,” reported one; “The entries motivated me to
apply the material to everyday events,” repeated another. This process led to a second
benefit, which was deepened understanding. “It forced me to do some thinking and
introspection that I might not have done otherwise. I got more out of the material and felt

I understood it better,” explained one student (p. 159). Like the students in Abdulla and
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Gilmore’s (1997) study, these students regarded the increased interaction and feedback
with their instructor as an important quality.

McFarland (2001) assigned dialogue journaling to her elementary education
students with the goal of helping the students synthesize content. Regrettably, there was
little evidence that the activity worked. Of the various levels of analysis that she looked
for in the students’ dialogue journals, the most commonly found was literal
understanding. Least common were new insights or heightened awareness. Furthermore,
no dialogue developed between the teacher and the students, who often complained about
the amount of time and energy that they were “wasting” on the journals.

Mills and Ballantyne (2002) made the transition from hard-copy journals to
electronic journals with their undergraduate course in family and child science. They had
used the conventional medium to successfully promote reflection and critical thinking but
identified some important problems that they thought could be overcome by moving the
activity online. Among the problems, Mills and Ballantyne reported that some of the
students’ journals lacked depth and purpose, seemingly thrown together at the last minute
in one sitting by simply back-dating entries. Of additional concern was the discovery that
handling and reading the journals was surprisingly labour-intensive. The authors also
note that some of their students were vaguely unsatisfied with the activity:

It’s so self contained; you can't share your reflections with other people.

“This is too bad because sometimes it only takes one word from somebody

else's mouth and then I'm like, 'wow.' That really helps me reflect more. I

think really sharing ideas within the group, verbalizing them, then

everybody learns, everybody gains. (p. 27).
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Mills and Ballantyne divided their students into small groups, introduced the computer
conference as a ‘dialogue journal,” and provided the students with an overview of the
processes and benefits of such an activity. Students were required to post one message
per week. The authors found that the students enjoyed the conferences most when the
instructor participated least; therefore, it decreased the instructor’s workload compared to
the conventional journals. Comments from students focused on the social support benefits
of the communicative activity. Comments such as the following were typical: "I liked
journaling a lot; it gave me a chance to read what happened to others at their sites. It gave
me a chance to know everybody a bit." I love this journaling. Its like dropping notes to
others in your situation. I check on my friends and how they're doing" (p. 29). Mills and
Ballantyne did not include any assessment of critical thinking or other higher order
outcomes, and few of the students’ comments address this issue spontaneously. Further,
although the transition to web-ba;ed journals appears to have lightened the instructors’
workload, it had little effect on the students’. As one commented, “I hated the electronic
journaling. It was so hard to keep up with. Its hard for those who do not have a computer
and have a busy schedule” (p. 33).

In many ways, the processes involved in computer conferencing are

similar to those engendered in dialogue journals. Students are encouraged to write
personally and informally about the material they are studying. Often this
provides the occasion for reflective thinking and meaning making as the students
forge connections between the abstract course material and their daily lives. Also
like computer conferencing, it is not just the solitary act of composing, but the

interactive dialogue with others that makes the activity worthwhile.
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Viewing the conferences as dialogue journals alerts us to the fact that students are
not just readers of others” messages or discussants in these forums, they are also writers.
Bereiter and Scardemalia (1987) conducted an extended program of research on student
writing and offer an explanation about how writing can provoke reflective thought. A
preview of their explanation is found in the following comment made by one of
Yeoman’s (1995) online peers:

I try to make sure I have a substantial period of uninterrupted time ahead

of me before I prepare to participate in the conference. In fact I am very

reluctant to say anything unless I think it is a fairly coherent, substantial

contribution. (p. 140)

Working in the perspective of cognitive psychology, Bereiter and Scardemalia
(1987) elaborated a two-space model of expert writing. One area was called the content
space, which they described as copsisting of a student’s construction of the world. “It is
the space where one works out opinions, makes decisions, generates inferences about
matters of fact, formulates causal explanations, and so on,” explained Bereiter and
Scardemalia (p. 302).

In their model, the content space interacts with the rhetoric space, which consists
of plans for achieving various purposes in composition. Bereiter and Scardemalia (1987)
used this model to describe the role of writing in learning:

The key requirement for reflective thought in writing is the translation of

problems encountered in the rhetorical space back into subgoals to be

achieved in the content space. For instance, recognizing that a key term

will not be understood by readers gets translated into a call for a
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definition; search within the content space for semantic specifications

leads to a realization by the writer that he or she doesn’t actually have a

clear concept associated with the term, and this realization sets off 2 major

reanalysis of the point being made. (p. 303)

Much has been written on the subject of writing as a learning activity. Fulwiler
(1980) argues that writing is an active process of discovery and reinforcement. "Every
time students write, they individualize instruction; the act of writing, even for five
minutes, generates ideas, observations, and emotions. Regular writing makes it harder for
students to remain passive" (p. 16). Tomlinson (1990) adds that the written material, the
product of this process, is concrete and visible and permits review, manipulation, and
modification of knowledge as it is learned and put into a framework. Loftland (1974),
reflecting on her experiences, testifies to these processes:

The act of writing causes something to happen. It seems in fact that one

does not truly begin to think until one concretely attempts to render

thought and analysis into successive sentences. It is the combination of

thinking while writing that leads to seeing new ideas or revising the

outline when certain sections do not make sense. One is never truly inside

a topic until he faces the hard task of explaining it to someone else. It is in

the process of externalizing (writing) one’s outline descriptions, analyses,

or arguments that they first become available to one as things out there

that are available for scrutiny. When they become available as external

objects —as text—one can literally see the weaknesses—points overlooked,

possibilities unattended, assertions unsupported or unillustrated. (p. 192)
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In response to calls from industry and from their professional association,
Wheeler, Balaz, and McDonald (2002) incorporated writing assignments into their
undergraduate engineering courses. The authors felt that bimonthly, informal writing
assignments would encourage students to think carefully, develop a better understanding
of key concepts, and in general, provide richer educational experiences for engineering
students. In interviews, many of the students indicated that the writing assignments
allowed them to understand the subject material at a deeper level than they otherwise
would have. Consistent with Bereiter and Scardemalia’s (1987) model, they report, “the
act of writing forced them to think and to understand exactly what they wanted to say,
and as a result, their understanding of the material was enhanced” (Y 4). Expanding on
this explanation, the authors argue that the key processes in learning through writing are
the organizing and clarifying done as one prepares to write, and the explanations that
writers must create for themselves before they can write.

The written assignment, like classroom discussion, is a mainstay of higher
education. A substantial body of research is available to those wishing to understand its
role in enhancing leamning (e.g., Applebee, 1984; Bereiter & Scardemalia, 1987; Fulwiler,
1980; Mills & Ballantyne, 2002; Wheeler ét al., 2002; White, 1993). This research shows
that the processes in which writers engage during composition are the very processes that
are evoked in discussions of higher order learning—analysis, synthesis, reflective
thinking, and meaning making, for example. To the extent that students engage in these
processes when they prepare messages for their computer conferences, this discrete part

of the activity will itself be a valuable one.
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Online discussion is a relatively new and unique phenomenon in higher education.
To understand the issues that pertain to this emergent technology, I have begun by
reviewing bodies of research on analogous subjects. Participating in a computer
conference is not exactly like listening to a lecture, engaging in a face-to-face discussion,
writing an essay, or keeping a journal. Nevertheless, some of the comments that students
make when asked about their experiences with computer conferencing prompt an
examination of the literatures on these topics. When reporting their experiences of
discussion, both face-to-face and online, some students liken the experience to listening
to a lecture or reviewing an instructional audio- or videotape. What they report achieving
is lower-level knowledge or comprehension goals. Other times, their descriptions evoke
the image of a conversational partner or discussant. Their attribution for how they learn
in this mode is through informal argumentation with their peers. What they achieve,
ideally, is a restructuring or a tuning (Rumelhart & Norman, 1978) of their mental
schema. Sometimes, students focus on the compositional elements of their text-bound
discussions. Composing an opinion that is appropriately cogent and persuasive exercises
the students’ higher-order cognitive skills, and it engages them in meaning making. As
Fulwiler (1980) asserts: “Often, writing serves the needs of the writer more than the
reader. It can be used more to shape our own experience than to communicate the
experience to others” (p. 17).

Bruner (2002, 1986), Stake (1995), and Belenky et al. (1986) persuaded me not to
focus exclusively on cognitive psychological explanations. I came to their writings when

I considered the opinions of students that sound distinctly hermeneutical. These students
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benefit from the brief stories that others offer about personal encounters with course
topics. Others’ stories add personal meaning and relevance to the topics.

In the first section of this chapter, I have offered a general overview of the role of
discussion in post-secondary education. I reviewed four perspectives of research on this
topic and applied it toward an understanding of computer-mediated discussion. In the
next section, I move to a specific examination of the ways that this technology has been
construed in the distance education literature. I provide a brief sketch of the views of
Holmberg (2003, 1985, 1983, 1982), Moore (1983, 1973) Garrison et al. (2000);
Laurillard (1993); Evans and Nation (1989); Gunawardena et al. (1997), and Murphy
(20044, 2004b, 2004c, 2003). From their writings, I abstract a) the activities they
associate with educational discussion, b) the outcomes to which the activities allegedly
lead, and c) the conceptual framework in which activities and outcomes are situated. I

begin with a summary of Holmberg’s theory of guided didactic conversation, and

proceed chronologically through the remainder.

Holmberg and the Guided Didactic Conversation

One of the first to conceive of a role for interaction in distance education was
Holmberg (1983). He began writing in what is now referred to as the first generation of
distance education, the era of conespondencé study. Apropos of this system, Holmberg
understood learning as “primarily an individual activity” (1983, p. 116). Despite this
understanding and the rudimentary communication technologies available to distance
education at the time (e.g., print packages, telephones, and postal services), Holmberg

was already considering a role for interaction.
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Activities

In his theory of distance education, which he termed the guided didactic
conversation, Holmberg identified two forms of interaction that would be helpful to
students studying at a distance. The first he characterized as rea/ in which the
conversational partners inclﬁded the student and members of the supporting educational
institution. This type of conversation was realized when students submitted assignments
and received feedback from their tutor. Because it was one of the only avenues of
interaction available to distance students, Holmberg urged that student assessment should
be more like a conversation than an examination. Students’ submissions, he argued,
should be treated as a springboard for prescriptive feedback, not simply grading. |

Holmberg characterized the second form of interaction as simulated in which the
conversational partners were the students’ existing knowledge, the new course content,
and the voice of the tutor that was becoming increasingly internalized. To facilitate his
type of interaction, Holmberg (1983) suggested that course material be composed in an

accessible, exoteric tone rather than the esoteric tone typical of scholarly texts.

Qutcomes

In Holmberg’s (1983) theory, three outcomes arise from guided didactic
conversations. The first is improved retention of information (he speaks specifically
about recall and recognition), which arises from text elaboration. A second, higher-level
outcome is the students” ability to weigh new information, to consider it, to think

critically about it. A third outcome, also central in Holmberg’s theory, are the feelings of
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study pleasure and motivation that arise as students develop personal relationships with

members of the supporting organization.

Conceptual framework

Holmberg’s (1983) explanation for the relationship between guided didactic
conversation, retention, and critical thinking is steeped in the lexicon of cognitive
psychology. His talk of processes such as text elaboration (cf.'Ericsson & Simon, 1980),
and the interaction between a student’s prior knowledge and the course content (cf. Craik
& Lockhardt, 1972, Wittrock, 1986) shows him bringing the emerging perspective of
cognitive psychology to the field of distance education. This endeavour is consistent with
the work of his contemporary Swedish distance educator Baath (1981). Like Holmberg,
Baath was also developing a theoretical basis for distance education based on the work of
cognitive psychologists such as Ausubel (1978), Bruner (1966), and Gagne (1962)
(Keegan, 1995).

Holmberg’s (1995) explanation for the relationship between the guided didactic
conversation and feelings of study pleasure are more consistent with humanistic
psychology, especially as it was expressed by Rogers (1969). Rogers felt that people have
a natural propensity to learn and that a teacher’s role is not primarily to instruct, but to set
a positive climate for learning, to balance the intellectual and emotional components of
learning, and to share thoughts and feelings with learners. Similarly, Holmberg suggested
that tutors, councillors, and others at the supporting institution should “attempt to involve
students emotionally” and “engage in an exchange of views” (Holmberg, 1983, p. 115, as

cited in Keegan, 1995).
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Also evident in Holmberg’s writing is an awareness of pragmatic (Mead, 1934)
and socio-cultural (cf. Vygotsky, 1981, 1978, 1962; Wertsh, 1991) accounts of thinking
and learning. The American pragmatist Mead, for instance, defined thinking as an
internalized conversation with the generalized other (Cronk, 2005), a definition that is
congenial to Holmberg’s notion of simulated conversation. Mead’s thesis, briefly, was
that the conscious activity of the mind, what we call thinking, is a linguistic activity. And,
language is inherently social. Focusi;lg on the communicative genesis of language, Mead
saw communication as an exchange of significant gestures—that is, gestures that have the
same meaning for the individual who produces them as they do for the audience to which
they are directed. In a reflexive move, Mead adds that the gestures are meaningful
because they have a similar significance for all parties.

For educational theorists, similar constructions of the mind are associated more
commonly with Vygotsky (1981) who addressed pedagogical issues more directly than
did Mead (1934). Vygotsky too argued that society and culture are a priori to individual
minds. The most often-quoted section of Vygotsky’s writing presents this notion:

Any function in an individual’s development appears twice, or on two

planes. First it appears on the social plane, and then on the psychological

plane. First it appears between people as an interpsychological category,

and then within the individual as an intrapsychological category. This is

equally true with regard to voluntary attention, memory, and the formation

of concepts. Social relations among people developmentally underlie all

higher functions and their relationships. (Vygotsky, 1981, p. 163, in

Wertsch, 1991, p. 89).
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In Holmberg’s writing, the ties to socio-cultural or pragmatic perspectives are not as
explictt as the ties to cognitive an& humanistic psychology. However, his notion that
learning involves an internalized conversation directs attention to these domains in which

the idea originates. ;

Empirical support

In 1983, Holmberg reviewed a set of studies that tested his theory, and in his
assessment “the investigations cannot be said to have given any conclusive evidence in
favour of my hypotheses™ (1983, §34). Garrison (2000) offers a similar assessment of
Holmberg’s theory, but he suggests that it is an inherent aspect of correspondence study:

The question arises as to whether an inert learning package, regardless of

how well it is written, is a sufficient substitute for real sustained

communication with the teacher as both content and learning expert. The

role of the teacher was largely simulated by way of written instructions

and commentary. In sum, the organizational assumptions and principles of

the industrial model and the dependence upon written communication

seriously constrain and limit the role of conversation and the full

emergence of a transactional perspective. (Y 29)

When Holmberg conducted his review of the literature, he restricted his review to
studies that focused on the use of exoteric course material to facilitate simulated
conversations. A systematic body of evidence supports the elements of his theory
that build on the principles of cognitive psychology (for example, his claims

about depth of processing and its effects on recall and recognition).
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Additionally, the notion that students who are studying at a distance find the
experience more satisfying in the presence of personal relationships has been a guiding
notion in the incorporation of ICTs in distance education (cf. Conrad, 2002; Rheinhold,
1993; Paloff & Pratt, 1999). Woods and Baker (2004), for instance, reported that
interaction with faculty created a sense of personalization and customization of learning
and helped students overcome feelings of remoteness: They write:

Numerous studies suggest a positive correlation between relationally

supportive online environments and cognitive learning (e.g.,

Gunawardena, 1995; Wegerif, 1998; Rovai, 2002). Collaboration with

faculty and other students can be a strong motivating force for learning

(Johnson and Johnson, 1999) and online instructors are frequently

encouraged to actively construct a positive social dynamic in paralle] with

the content delivery (Palloff and Pratt, 1999). (Woods & Baker, 2004,

18)

Moore and Dialogue

Holmberg (1983) felt that his model of distance education would be particularly
effective with dependent, at-risk learners. Moore (1991,1983, 1973), conversely, was
influenced by the andragogical movement in adult education, and he developed a model
of interaction in distance settings that was predicated on autonomous, self-directed
learners. Whereas Holmberg’s model arose in the context of correspondence education,
Moore’s, with its central positioning of two-way communication technologies, 1s
reflective of a second or third generation model (Nipper, 1989). One indication of this

development is Moore’s rejection of the term communication, which some have
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interpreted to mean the one-way sending of a message from a source toa receivér. Moore
preferred the term dialogue, which he took to emphasize two-way interaction. An
additional distinction between Moore and Holmberg is that the latter was constrained by
convention and by technology to figurative uses of the term conversation, whereas Moore

began formulating a literal conceptualization of dialogue in distance education.

Activity

To Holmberg’s (1995) two forms of interaction (learner-to-content and learner—
to-tutor), Moore (1983) added a third—learmer-to-learner. Unfortunately, Moore is vague
about the specific types of interaction that count as dialogue between learners. In 1991,
Moore offered the following explanation in a review of his model:

Dialogue describes the interaction between the teacher and leammer when

one gives instruction and the other responds. The extent and nature of this

dialogue is determined by the educational philosophy of the individual or

group responsible for the design of the course, by the personalities of

teacher and learner, by the subject matter of the course, and by

environmental factors. (p. 3)
Subsequent studies of his model have been equally equivocal. Chen and Willits (1998)
studied Moore’s three forms of interaction without providing an operational definition of
dialogue, and Cyr and Smith (1990) studied participation. Saba and Schearer’s (1994)
substantive study of Moore’s theory included the following definition of dialogue: “the
extent to which, in any educational program, learner and educator are able to respond to

each other” (p. 42).
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Outcomes

Moore (1983) argued that dialogue could close the transactional distance, which
he explained as the subjective feeling a student has of social, psychological, and
cognitive separation from the teacher and the subject matter. The functipn of Moore’s
concept was to deconstruct unfavourable comparisons between distance education and
face-to-face education. In a phenomenological vein (though he does not use this term),
Moore argued that a student’s experience of distance was more important than an

objective assessment of geographic separation.

Conceptual framework

Andragogy, a perspective of adult learning first articulated by Knowles (1990),
plays an important role in Moore’s thinking. Synthesizing motifs from humanistic
psychology with the unique situation of mature students, Knowles formulated a
perspective on how best to assist adults in their efforts toward continuing education.
Moore 