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ABSTRACT

Thisarticlepresentstheresultsoftwostudiesthatfocusontherolethatthreadeddiscussionplaysin
studentlearning.Overaperiodofthreeandone-halfyears,researchersconductedaseriesofsurveys
ofgraduateandundergraduatestudentsataprivate,nonprofituniversityinSouthwesternPennsylvania
todeterminehowstudentsviewedthevalueofthreadeddiscussionsinenhancingtheirabilitytolearn
coursematerial.Studentswereaskedwhichtypesofthreadeddiscussionstheypreferred;whether
theyfoundthethreadeddiscussiontobeabettertoolforlearningthanawrittenassignment;and,
whichlearningenvironmenttheyfeltwasmoreconducivetolearning,classroomoronline.Results
fromthecombinedstudiesrevealedsomestatisticallysignificantdifferencesbasedonenrollment
statusandgender.Uponcomparingstudyresults,researchersfoundstatisticallysignificantdifferences
withregardtoapreferenceforclassroomversusonlineinstructionandtheusefulnessofthreaded
discussionstolearning.
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INTRoDUCTIoN

In2014,JungandGilsondeclaredonlinelearninganinnovativeapproachtoovercomingtheconstraints
ofdistance,time,locationanddifferinglearningstylesmadepossiblebytechnologicalevolution.In
theirreport,Allen,Seaman,Poulin,andStraut(2016)characterizedthegrowthofonlineeducation
ascontinuingtooutpaceenrollmentatinstitutionsofhighereducation.Whilemanyinstitutionsof
highereducationintheUnitedStatesareexperiencingadeclineintraditionalstudentenrollment,
thosewithonlinecomponentsreport increases.Theauthorsfoundan11.3%increase indistance
learningenrollmentsatprivatenonprofitinstitutionsfrom2013to2014.Leadersatinstitutionsof
highereducationwithonlineofferingscontinuetosupportthepropositionthatbeingabletooffer
distanceeducationisacriticalelementforsuccess.Astothequestionofwhichismoreeffectivefor
learning,ongroundoronlineinstruction,theauthorsreportthat71.4%ofrespondentsin2015rated
learningoutcomesinonlineeducationasequalto,orbetterthan,learningoutcomesfromclassroom
instruction.

Threadeddiscussion isan instructional toolused topromotecritical thinkingand reflection
(Rizopoulos & McCarthy, 2009). Threaded discussions are asynchronous conversations among
participants–studentsandinstructors-inaweb-basedforum.JungandGilson(2014)maintainthat
asynchronouscommunicationisthedominantformofeducationalcomputer-mediatedcommunication
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today.Threadeddiscussioncancreateonlinedialogiccommunities,communitieswhichRizopoulos
andMcCarthystate“havebecomeaubiquitous tool that transformsstudent learningandcourse
delivery”(p.373).

Theargumentismadethatakeyelementinsuccessfulonlineinstructionistheeffectiveuseof
threadeddiscussions.Theyarethe“beatingheartofnearlyeveryonlinecourse”(Sull,2014,p.11)
andstandardfeaturesindistanceeducation(Maurino,Federman,&Greenwald,2007).Edelsteinand
Edwards(2002)suggestedthatacriticalelementofanysuccessfulonlinecourseistheincorporation
ofameanstofacilitateongoingstudentinteraction.Itmightbesaidthatthethreadeddiscussionis
themeans,ifnotthelynchpin,forfacilitatingstudent-to-studentandinstructor-to-studentinteraction.

Kleinman(2005)proposedthattomaximizeactivelearningandinteractioninonlinecourses,
instructorsshouldlooktoimprovinginstructionaldesign.Kleinmanmaintainedthatasatisfiedlearning
communityistheresultofanonlineenvironmentthatnurturesengagedlearningandprovidesthe
necessarysupport tohelpstudentsunderstandcourseexpectations.Swan(2001)determinedthat
interactivitywaskeytoeffectiveonlinecoursedesign.

Itgoeswithoutsayingthatthedevelopmentofcriticalthinkingskillsisanimportantoutcome
foranyinstitutionofhighereducation.Foronlinelearners,thethreadeddiscussionisconsideredto
beakeytoolinenablinge-learnerstodevelopsuchskills.UsingNewman,Webb,andCochrane’s
(1995)contentanalysis framework,TanandNg(2014)assessedhowwellpostgraduatestudents
demonstratedcriticalthinkingskillsinthreadeddiscussions.Theyfoundthatwhileparticipantscould
notcriticallyevaluatetheirownorothers’postings,theirpersonalexperienceandknowledgehada
bearingoncritical-thinkingperformance.

ClarkeandKinne(2012),notingthattheuseofthreadeddiscussionincreatingonlinelearning
communitieshasbeenvalidated,alsopointoutthattherehavebeenstudiescriticallyexaminingthe
practice.Forexample,DollissoandKoundinya(2011)determinedthattheuseofatwo-stagediscussion
modelcouldhelpkeepthreadeddiscussionsontrackwhilemaintainingtheinteractivefeaturesof
thediscussion.ClarkeandKinnewantedtounderstandtheeffectthatalteringthediscussionformat
wouldhaveonstudents’learningexperience.Intheirstudy,theauthorsuseddiscussionboardswith
onegroupandblogswithanotherforgroupdiscussion.Theyfoundthatthelearningcommunitybuilt
fromthegroupdiscussioninthediscussionboardwasbothmoreacademicandmorecollaborative
thanthatbuiltusingablog.

However,asLee,Yang,andRim(2014)observed,notallthreadeddiscussionsarecreatedequal.
Theyfoundthathowathreadeddiscussionwasstructuredoutweighedtimeconstraints,theparticipant
profileorwhoinitiatedthethread.

In thisstudy,researchers lookedatformat,aswellasstudents’perceptionsof thevalueand
usefulnessofthreadeddiscussionstolearninginordertodeterminetherolethatthreadeddiscussion
playsinenhancingstudentlearningintheonlineenvironment.Thestudycombinestheresultsof
surveysconductedoverathreeandone-halfyearperiod.

RESEARCH QUESTIoNS

1. Fromthestudent’sperspective,isoneformatpreferabletoanotherinthreadeddiscussions?
2. Fromthestudent’sperspective,dothreadeddiscussionsaddtoorenhancelearning?
3. From the student’s perspective, do threaded discussions assess learning better than written

assignments?
4. Fromthestudent’sperspective,arethreadeddiscussionsusefulforlearningcoursematerial?
5. Fromthestudent’sperspective,whichlearningenvironment,onlineorface-to-face,ispreferable?
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