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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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METHoDoLoGy

Researchersdevelopedafourteen-questionsurveyinstrumentmodeledononedesignedbyShelley
andBest(2014)todeterminestudentperceptionsofthevalueofthreadeddiscussionsinfullyonline
andinblendedlearningcourses.Thesurveywasfirstadministeredtograduateandundergraduate
studentsinbusinessandeducationcoursesin2013-2014.Surveyswereadministeredagainin2015-
2017tostudentsingraduateandundergraduatebusinessandeducationcourses.Thesurveyhadbeen
modifiedforthesecondstudytoincludetwoadditionalquestionsontheuseofrubricsinscoring
threadeddiscussions.Theadditionalquestionsweredeletedwhentheresultsfrombothstudieswere
combinedforanalysisinSPSS.

Thefirst fourquestionsweredemographic innatureandincludedgender,enrollmentstatus,
academiclevel,andexperiencewithonlinecourses.Sevenquestionsfocusedontherespondents’
viewofselectedelementsofthreadeddiscussions,includingvalueandusefulness,format,assessment
methodsandweighting,andtimecommitment.Onequestionaskedforthestudent’spreferencefor
onlineorface-to-faceinstruction.Anotheraskedifthestudent“enjoyed”threadeddiscussions.There
weretwoopen-endedquestionsaskingforadditionalcomments.Theselasttwowereoptional.Students
weregivenextracredittocompletethesurvey.ThesurveyinstrumentwasdevelopedinQuestionPro,
theweb-basedsurveysoftwareusedattheUniversity.ResultsweretransferredintoSPSSforanalysis.

IndependentsamplesT-testswererunoneachofthefiveresearchquestionscomparingresults
fromeachoftheearlierstudies.IndependentSamplesT-testswerealsorunonthecombinedsample
foreachofthefiveresearchquestionsbasedonenrollmentstatusandgender.

Sample and Participant Selection
Studentsintheundergraduateandgraduatebusinesslawclasses,graduatestudentsintheeducational
technologyandeducationresearchcourses,andgraduatestudentsintheMSinHumanResource
Managementprogramoverthethreeyearandone-halfperiodwereaskedtoparticipate.

Inthefirststudy,440studentsstartedthesurvey,ofthose,402completedit,foracompletion
rateof91.36%.Undergraduatestudentsmadeup65.24%ofthesample.Femalesrepresented77.30%
oftherespondents.Full-timestudentsmadeup77.36%ofthesample.Morethan36%ofthestudents
hadpreviouslytakenbetweenoneandthreeonlinecourses,followedby28.24%forwhomthiswas
their first online course. Approximately 21% had taken between four and seven online courses.
Respondentswhohadtakenbetweeneightandtenonlinecoursesrepresented6.35%ofthesample.
Thosewhoreportedhavingtakenmorethantenonlinecoursesmadeup7.76%ofthesample.

In the second study,524 studentsbegan the survey.Fivehundred twelvecompleted it for a
response rate of 97.71%.Graduate students composed53.33%of the sample.The response rate
betweenfemalesandmaleswasmoreevenlysplitinthesecondstudy(50.79%-49.21%).Full-time
studentsrepresented63.73%of thesample.More than34%of thestudentshadpreviously taken
betweenoneandthreeonlinecourses,followedby22.40%whohadtakenbetweenfourandseven
onlinecourses.Therewere19.45%forwhomthiswastheirfirstonlinecourse.Approximately12%
hadtakenbetweeneightandtenonlinecourses.Thosewhoreportedhavingtakenmorethanten
onlinecoursesmadeup11.59%ofthesample.

Together,964studentsbeganthesurvey,ofthese,914completeditforacompletionrateof
94.81%.Undergraduatestudentsmadeup55%of thesample.Females represented62.8%of the
respondents.Full-timestudentsmadeup69.8%ofthesample.Approximately35%ofthestudents
hadpreviouslytakenbetweenoneandthreeonlinecourses,followedby23.44%whosaidthatthey
hadnottakenanyonlinecoursespriortothecurrentone.Almost22%hadtakenbetweenfourand
sevenonlinecourses.Almost10%oftherespondentshadtakenbetweeneightandtenonlinecourses.
Thesamepercentagereportedhavingtakenmorethantenonlinecourses.

Inbothstudies,“online”wasdefinedtoincludecourseswithanonlinecomponentaswellas
coursesdeliveredinthefullyonlinemode.
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RESULTS

Research Question 1
Thefirstresearchquestionaskedstudentswhethertheypreferredonequestionformatoveranotherin
athreadeddiscussiontolearncoursematerial.Whensurveyresultsfrombothstudieswerecombined,
27.25%saidthat theypreferredquestionsaskingthestudentfor theiropinionsonaninstructor’s
exampleorscenario,followedbyrespondingtocontroversialissues(23.87%).

Thereweredifferencesbetweenthetwostudiesonthefirstresearchquestion.Ineachofthesurveys
inbothstudies,studentswereaskedtochoosewhichofthefourformatsforthreadeddiscussionsthey
preferred.Thesewere“specificanswer,”“opiniononanexampleorscenariopresented,”“response
tocontroversialissues,”or“role-playingscenarios.”Studentscouldalsoanswerthattheylikedall
“aboutthesame”ordidnotlikeanyoftheformatsforthreadeddiscussions.

Inthe2013-2014study,26.36%ofthestudentssaidtheylikedall“aboutthesame.”Approximately
afifthoftheparticipantsinthefirststudychose“specificanswer”(20.93%),“opiniononanexample
orscenariopresented”(20.16%),or“responsetocontroversialissues”(19.38%).Slightlymorethan
10%chose“role-playingscenarios.”

In the 2015-2017 study, 29.53% of the students said they preferred discussion formats that
presentedascenariooranexampleonwhichtheycouldexpressanopinion.Approximatelyone
quarterof thestudentspreferred responding tocontroversial issues (25.31%).More than20%of
therespondentsinthesecondstudysaidtheylikedall“aboutthesame”(20.35%).Incontrastto
therespondentsinthefirststudy,only12.16%chose“specificanswer”astheirpreferredformatfor
threadeddiscussions.Role-playingscenarioswasidentifiedby9.93%oftheparticipantsasapreferred
formatforlearningcoursematerialimbeddedinthreadeddiscussions.Inbothstudies,approximately
3%elected“Ireallydon’tlikeanyoftheseformats.”

Independent Samples T-tests were run on Research Question 1. There were no statistically
significantdifferencesbetweenthetwostudies,2013-2014and2015-2017,onthepreferencefor
formatofthreadeddiscussions.Therewerenostatisticallysignificantdifferencesonthepreference
forformatofthreadeddiscussionsbasedonenrollmentstatusorgender.Thedifferencesbetweenthe
twostudieswithregardtothefirstresearchquestionarerepresentedinTable1.

Research Question 2
Thesecondresearchquestionaskedifstudentsfoundthreadeddiscussionsaddedtoorenhanced
learning.Whensurveyresultsfrombothstudieswerecombined,40.11%saidthattheyfoundthreaded
discussionstobe“somewhathelpful”tolearningcoursematerial,followedby28.24%whosaidthat
threadeddiscussions“helpedalittle.”Approximately19%foundthreadeddiscussionstobe“very
useful”forlearningcoursematerial.

Again,thereweredifferencesbetweenthetwostudieswithregardtoResearchQuestion2.In
the 2013-2014 study, 42.19% of the students rated threaded discussions as “somewhat helpful,”
followedby23.44%whoratedthreadeddiscussionsas“veryuseful.”Respondentswhosaidthreaded
discussions“helpedalittle”represented19.53%ofthesample,followedby10.16%whoresponded,
“verylittle,”and4.69%whohad“noopinion.”

Inthe2015-2017study,39.45%ofthestudentsratedthreadeddiscussionsas“somewhathelpful,”
followed by 31.02% who said threaded discussions “helped a little.” Those who rated threaded
discussionsas“veryuseful”represented17.87%,followedby9.68%ofthesamplewhoresponded,
“verylittle,”and1.99%whohad“noopinion.”

Independent Samples T-tests were run on Research Question 2. There were no statistically
significantdifferencesbetweenthetwostudies,2013-2014and2015-2017,ontheperceivedvalue
ofthreadeddiscussionstoenhancedlearning.Therewerestatisticallysignificantdifferencesonthe
perceivedvalueofthreadeddiscussionstoenhancedlearningbasedongenderatthe.05level(.017,
equalvariancesnotassumed).Therewerenostatisticallysignificantdifferencesontheperceived
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valueofthreadeddiscussionstoenhancedlearningbasedonenrollmentstatus.Table2illustrates
thedifferencesbetweenthetwostudieswithregardtostudents’perceptionsofthevalueofthreaded
discussionstotheirlearningcoursematerial.

Research Question 3
The third research question asked whether students preferred threaded discussions or written
assignmentsasthemeanstoassesslearning.Whensurveyresultsfrombothstudieswerecombined,
41.50%saidthattheypreferredthethreadeddiscussion.Thosewhopreferredthewrittenassignment
represented30.56%ofthesample.Almost22%ratedthechoicesequally.

Thosewhohadnoopinionrepresented3.96%ofthesamplefollowedby2.07%whodidnotlike
eitherformofassessment.

Inthe2013-2014study,40.94%preferredthethreadeddiscussionasameansofassessment,
34.65% chose the written assignment as the preferred method of assessment of learning. Those
whothoughtbothmethodswere“aboutthesame”represented22.05%ofthesample.Thosewho
respondedthattheydidnotlikeeitherformofassessmentrepresented2.36%ofthesample.There
werenorespondentswhoselected“noopinion.”

Inthe2015-2017study,41.69%chosethreadeddiscussionsasthepreferredmethodofassessment,
while29.28%selectedthewrittenassignment.Thosewhothoughtbothmethodsofassessmentwere
“aboutthesame”represented21.84%ofthesample.Morethanfivepercenthadnoopinion,while
1.98%saidtheydidnotlikeeither.

Table 1. Question format preference
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Independent Samples T-tests were run on Research Question 3. There were no statistically
significantdifferencesbetweenthetwostudies,2013-2014and2015-2017,onthepreferredmethod
ofassessment, threadeddiscussionorwrittenassignment.Therewereno statistically significant
differencesonthepreferredmethodofassessment,threadeddiscussionorwrittenassignmentbased
onenrollmentstatusorgender.Studentattitudestowardthepreferredmethodoflearningassessment,
threadeddiscussionsorwrittenassignments,arerepresentedinTable3.

Research Question 4
Thefourthresearchquestionaskedstudentsiftheythoughtthatthreadeddiscussionswereusefulfor
learningcoursematerial.Whensurveyresultsfrombothstudieswerecombined,42.61%saidthreaded
discussionswere“somewhatuseful”followedby32%whosaidthatthreadeddiscussionswere“an
importantpartofthecourse.”Almost11%saidthreadeddiscussionswere“criticalandimportant
learning,”followedby9%whofeltthattheywerea“wasteoftime”and5.49%whohadnoopinion.

Inthe2013-2014study,39.37%foundthreadeddiscussionstobeimportant,followedby25.98%
whosaidtheywere“somewhatuseful.”Thosewhothoughtthatthreadeddiscussionswere“critical
andimportantlearning”represented17.32%ofthesample.Almost12%feltthemtobeawasteof
time.Thosewith“noopinion”represented5.51%ofthesample.

IndependentSamplesT-testswererunonResearchQuestion4.Therewerestatisticallysignificant
differences between the two studies, 2013- 2014 and 2015-2017, on the usefulness of threaded
discussionstolearningcoursematerialatthe.01level(.002,equalvariancesnotassumed).There
werenostatisticallysignificantdifferenceson theusefulnessof threadeddiscussions to learning
coursematerialbasedonenrollmentstatusorgender.Table4reflectsstudentresponsestoResearch
Question4ontheusefulnessofthreadeddiscussionstolearning.

Research Question 5
Thefifthresearchquestionaskedstudentswhichlearningenvironment,onlineorface-to-face,they
preferredforlearningcoursematerial.Whensurveyresultsfrombothstudieswerecombined,38.21%
choseface-to-faceoveronlineinstruction(29.84%)forlearningcoursematerial.Almost30%said
“eitheroneisfine.”Thosewithnoopinionrepresented2.28%.

Table 2. Threaded discussion value
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Inthe2013-2014study,53.28%preferredface-to-faceinstructionforlearningcoursematerial
asopposedto27.05%whopreferredonlineinstruction.Almost19%said“eitheroneisfine.”Those
withnoopinionrepresented0.82%ofthesample.

Inthe2015-2017study,33.66%preferredface-to-faceinstructionforlearningcoursematerial
asopposedto30.69%whopreferredonlineinstruction.Thosewhoresponded“eitheroneisfine”
represented32.92%ofthesample.Thosewithnoopinionrepresented2.72%ofthesample.

Table 3. Preferred learning assessment

Table 4. Threaded discussion usefulness
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IndependentSamplesT-testswererunonResearchQuestion5.Therewerestatisticallysignificant
differencesbetweenthetwostudies,2013-2014and2015-2017,onstudents’preferenceforface-
to-faceversusonlineinstructionforlearningcoursematerialatthe.05level(.024,equalvariances
assumed).Therewerestatisticallysignificantdifferencesonstudents’preference for face-to-face
versusonline instruction for learningcoursematerialbasedonenrollmentstatusat the .01 level
(.000,equalvariancesnotassumed).Therewerenostatisticallysignificantdifferencesonstudents’
preferenceforface-to-faceversusonlineinstructionforlearningcoursematerialbasedongender.
Studentpreferencefortheonlineversusface-to-facelearningenvironmentisreportedinTable5.

CoNCLUSIoN

Overseveralyears,withtheuseofstudentsurveysondifferentaspectsofonlineinstructionand
studentlearning,beginningwithacomparisonofstudentlearningintheonlineenvironmentwith
learninginthetraditionalclassroomsetting,researchershaveattemptedtobroadenthescopeofthe
investigation into the role that threadeddiscussionplays in e-learning.Several themesemerged,
amongthemtheimportanceofstudent-to-studentandstudent-to-instructorinteractionascriticalto
studentsatisfactionwiththeire-learningexperience(Cole,Shelley,&Swartz,2014),andtosome
degree,tostudentunderstandingofandadherencetothepreceptsofacademicintegrityintheonline
environment(Cole,Shelley,&Swartz,2013).

Asseveralpriorstudieshavedemonstrated,thethreadeddiscussionhasproventobeaneffective
instructionaltoolforfacilitatingparticipantinteractioninonlinecourses(Joyner,2012,Andresen,
2009,Rizopoulos&McCarthy,2009,Mandernach,Dailey-Hebert,&Donnelli-Sallee,2007,Edelstein
andEdwards,2002).Othersconsiderthethreadeddiscussionasameanstoinfluencecriticalthinking
(Arend,2009;Meyer,2003);and,asawaytofacilitatetheassessmentoflearning(Vonderwell,Liang,
&Alderman,2007).Loncar,Barrett,&Liu (2014)noted thatwith technologicaladvanceshave
comesignificantchangesinhowcoursematerialisdevelopedanddelivered.Studentsareexpected
tointeractwithpeersaswellaswiththecoursematerial.

Andresenstudiedtheimpactofasynchronousdiscussiononstudentlearning,comparingitwith
student learning in theclassroomenvironment.Hefound,givencertain limitations, the threaded
discussion-asynchronousdiscussionformats-couldprovide“thecriticaldimensionsoflearning”
found in the more traditional classroom setting. Focusing on enhancing student interaction, but
acknowledgingthechallengesinpresentingcoursematerialinawaythatpromotedcriticalthinking,
Joynerfoundthatinsertingimagesandexamplesintoasynchronousdiscussionsenhancedinteraction
andresultedinalevelofcriticalthinking.

Thisstudylookedatstudents’attitudestowardfouraspectsofthreadeddiscussion:preferred
discussionformat,perceptionoftheirvaluetolearning,perceptionoftheireffectivenessasalearning
assessmentmethod,andtheirusefulnessasaninstructionaltool.Researchersalsoaskedstudentswhich
instructionalenvironmentwasmoreconducivetolearning.Resultsfromthisstudywereconsistent
withtheauthors’earlierstudiesonpreferreddiscussionformat(Cole,Shelley&Swartz,2017),student
perceptionsofthevalueandusefulnessofthreadeddiscussionsforlearning,andpreferredassessment
tool(Cole,Shelly,&Swartz,2016),andlearningenvironment(Shelley,Swartz,&Cole,2008).

Findings point to choosing scenarios, case studies and examples, followed by presenting
controversial issuesasbestpractice for formatting threadeddiscussions.Perhapswithastronger
emphasisonmorechallenginginteractivediscussions,studentswillfindthethreadeddiscussionto
be“veryuseful”forlearningcoursematerialasopposedtoonly“somewhathelpful,”asthisstudy
found.Inbothstudies,studentspreferred the threadeddiscussionoverawrittenassignmentasa
meansofassessment.Studentpreferenceforonlineinstructionoverface-to-faceisgrowing,asthis
studyillustrates.Thechangemaybeduetostudentsgainingfamiliaritywithonlineinstruction.Its
popularitymightalsobeduetotheevolutionofonlinepedagogy.
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Anindepthexaminationandinvestigationshouldbeconductedofinstructors’perceptionsofthe
valueofthreadeddiscussions,particularlywithregardtothedevelopmentofcriticalthinkingskills.In
theircasestudyinvolving36instructorsteachingonline,Maurino,Federman,andGreenwald(2007)
examinedthepurposes,goals,andobjectivesofthreadeddiscussionssetbytheinstructors.They
foundthatinstructorsusedthreadeddiscussiontodevelopbothcognitiveandsocialskills.Thehope
wasthatthethreadeddiscussionswouldenhancee-learning,openstudents’mindstodifferentideas
andperspectivesandfacilitatemorein-depthlearningleadingtohigher-levelcriticalthinkingskills.
Thefindingwasthatolder,moreexperiencedstudentscouldachieve“deeplearning.”Instructors
statedthattheydidnotobservehigher-levelcriticalthinkingskillsinyoungerstudents.

Belcher, Hall, Kelley, and Pressey (2015) examined the role that faculty behaviors play in
creatingthreadeddiscussionsthatfacilitatethedevelopmentofcriticalthinkingskills.Theirstudy
wasinconclusivewithregardtothecorrelationbetweenfacultybehaviorsandstudents’scoresonthe
toolusedtoassesspeerinteraction(IAM).Interestingly,theynotedthatwhentheinstructorwasless
engagedinthediscussion,studentsseemedtoincreasetheircognitiveengagementwithotherstudents.

Whileresearchersinthisstudydidnotattempttodeterminearelationshipbetweeninstructors’
behaviorsandstudentperceptionsofthevalueofthreadeddiscussionsasatoolforlearningcourse
material,manyoftheresponsestotheopen-endedquestionsaskingforstudents’thoughtsontheir
experiencewiththreadeddiscussionsdidtouchontheissue.Theauthorshaveitalicizedkeyphrases
inthefollowingexamplesofverbatimstudentresponses:

Severalstudentscommentedontheimportanceoftimelyfeedback.

• Iappreciatewheninstructorstakethetimereadandmakeacommentonthediscussiongrade
(2015-2017Study).

• Feedbackisimportantwiththreadeddiscussions.Ifitisbeinggraded,theinstructorneedsto
providefeedbackanddirectiontofacilitateimprovement(2015-2017Study).

• Timelyfeedbackfromtheprofessorisgreatlyhelpfulandappreciated(2015-2017Study).
• Ilikewhenprofessorsprovidefeedbackonatimelymanner.SomecoursesIhavenotreceived

feedbackorthefeedbackwasgivenseveralweekslater.Itishelpfulforstudentstogetimmediate
feedbackinordertoensurestudentsareontherighttrackandmeetingexpectations(2015-2017
Study).

• ThebestonlinediscussionsthatIhaveexperiencedhaverequiredtheprofessortogivefeedback
fairlysoonafterthethreadisclosed.Iputagreatdealoftimeintomyresponsesandthreads,
soitisnicetoberewardeddifferentlythanthosewho“seemingly”donot.Gradationiskey.

Table 5. Learning environment
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Forsomeofthebestthreaddiscussionsandaframeworkforthefuture,Iwouldsuggesttolook
atProfessorX’s style andProfessorY’s style.Bothgive immediate feedback and alsogive
professionalopinionsandrealoutcomesofthetopics(2015-2017Study).

• Myonlyconcernisthatthethreadeddiscussionsarenotlookedatbytheprofessor.Thereare
around30originalpostsandthenanynumberofreplies,soitmighttaketheprofessoralong
timeandtheprofessormightbecheckingforcompletioninsteadofcontent(2015-2017Study).

• ThemainreasonIenjoyedThreadedDiscussionswasbecauseofthefeedbackIreceivedfrom
boththeinstructorandthestudentsinmyclass.Thisprovidedmewithmoreinsightforthe
topicswewerediscussing(2015-2017Study).

• Mostprofessorsdonotshareananswertothethreadeddiscussions,particularlytheopinionor
roleplayones.Eventhoughmanyanswerscouldbecorrect,itwouldstillbehelpfultohearwhat
thebestsolutionissoIcandetermineifmyanswerwasclose(2015-2017Study).

• Ithinkthreadeddiscussionsareausefultoolwheneverthestudentsaregivenfeedback,whenthere
isnothingsaidornocritiquegiventhenIthinktheycanbeawasteoftime(2015-2017Study).

• Itwouldbehelpfuliftheoverall“right”answerispostedinthethreadeddiscussions(2015-
2017Study).

• Ipreferthreadeddiscussionswhereyougetfeedbackfromtheprofessor.Thisallowsabetter
understandingofthecontentandpointsthatmighthavebeenmissedbymyselforotherstudents
(2015-2017Study).

• ItookanonlineinternationalbusinesscoursethatIthoughtmadeuseofthreadeddiscussions
verywellbecausebothstudentsandinstructorsrespondedmanytimesthroughouttheweekon
thediscussionandvaluablefeedbackwasgiven(2015-2017Study).

• Threadeddiscussionsarehelpfulbecauseonereceivesfeedbackquicklyfromtheirpeers.While
thisisn’talwaysatthelevelofaninstructor,itdoesgivemorefeedbackfrommoresourcesand
helpstoofferpossibledifferentperspectivesaboutthesameissues(2015-2017Study).

Somestudentsfocusedontheinstructor’sapproachtothecourse.

• Ifindonlinecourses,hybridorfully,tobeahugedisconnectfromtheinstructor,mypeers,
andthecontent.ItfeelslikeIamsimplypayingthousandsofdollarstobetoldwhichbookthe
questionscomefrom.Ineedfacetofaceinteractionandclassroomstructuretolearnatmyfullest
capability.Athoughtfulandhelpfulinstructorisalwaysagoodthingaswell(2013-2014Study).

• MyfirstfullyonlinecoursewasduringtheSummer2013semesterandIabsolutelyenjoyed
everyaspectofit.Ifeelthathavingdaily/weeklythreadedpostsreallyengagesyouinthelearning
andpromotescriticalthinkingonbehalfofthestudent.Itwasdifferentthanthetypical“lecture
-exam”stylethatmanyuseinface-to-faceinstructionandIfeltmoreofaconnectionwithmy
professorandIlearnedmorebyparticipatingintheonlinediscussionsofthematerial.Iwould
recommendtoanystudenttoatleasttryanonlinecourseatleastonce.Ialsoenjoyprofessors
whousethehybridformataswell(2013-2014Study).

• Onlinecoursescanbeintimidatingatfirstandvarywitheachprofessor.SinceIhavehadthe
sameprofessorforthemajorityofmyonlinecoursesitmakessensethatIhavedevelopeda
comfort level. I likeonlinecoursesfor theeaseofrestrictionbutface tofaceoffersabetter
comprehension(atleastinGradclasses...foralectureclassIwouldcertainlypreferonlinewith
threadeddiscussionsfortheclassinteractionandinsight)(2013-2014Study).

• Ienjoywhentheinstructorparticipatesinthethreadeddiscussionsaswell(2015-2017Study).

Othersnotedthattheinstructorneededtobeclearaboutexpectationsinthreadeddiscussions.
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• Ithinkhavingaclearan[sic]conciserubricfordiscussionpostsarecritical.Allofmyclasses
thusfarhavehadone.Thismakesachievingexpectationsmuchsimpler(2015-2017Study).

• In my experience, threaded discussions work best when the professor lays out the specific
guidelinesofwhathe/she expectsus todo for each threadeddiscussion.For example, they
shouldspecificallyindicatehowmanytimesweshouldpostinthediscussion,whetherweneed
tousecitedsources,orhowlongeachpostshouldbeinthediscussion.Theprofessorshould
alsohaveagoodunderstandingofhowthreadeddiscussionswork.Otherwise,itcanbecome
veryconfusing(2013-2014Study).

• Inmyexperience,whenaninstructorputstoomanyrequirementsintherubric(suchasminimum
wordcount),ittakesawayfromtheflowofthethreadeddiscussion.Ifindthebestdiscussions
arethoseinwhichtheinstructorencouragesstudentstowriteasthoughtheyweretalkingwith
otherstudentsinaclassroomsetting(2015-2017Study).

• Ihavefoundthatprofessorsvarysignificantlyintheirformattingandexpectationsforonline
discussions.Forsomecourses, thesediscussionsareextremelyusefulandrelevantwhere in
othercoursestheydonotaddtounderstandingofthematerialorignitemeaningfuldiscussion
(2015-2017Study).

• Whenstartingouttheprofessorneedstolettheclassknowthepreferredmethodofpostingto
thethread.i.e.Tocreateanewthreadorutilizerepliestothepostedthreadquestion.Asanew
studenttothreadeddiscussionsthiscouldbeconfusingastheclassesIhavetakenhaveallhad
adifferentrequirement(2015-2017Study).

Somecommentedontheinstructor’suseofandparticipationinthreadeddiscussions.

• Someofmyonlinecourseshavehadmultiplediscussionseachweekwithrepliestomorethan
onestudent.Inoneofmyonlinecoursestherearethreediscussionseachweekwithreplyto
multiply[sic]students,withverylittleguidancefromtheprofessor.Thishasleftabadimpression
aboutthreadeddiscussionsforme.Onethreadeddiscussioneveryotherweekusuallyseemsto
bethebest(2015-2017Study).

• Idonotlikeansweringquestionsthataresetup[sic]likeanessayprompt.Onceagain,anonline
discussionisdesignedtosupplementin-classdiscussions.However,someprofessorsuseitasan
opportunitytoassignanessayassignmenteachweek,thenexpectstudentstorespondviaessayto
others’posts.Ibelievethereiscertaintypeofinformalitythatshouldfollowonlinediscussions;
someeducatorsarenoteveninthesameballparkwiththistrainofthought(2015-2017Study).

• Oneinstructorrequiredthatyouincludeaquestiontohelpprogressthedialogue(2015-2017
Study).

• theonlydownsideofthreadeddiscussionsisthatprofessorstypicallywantthosecloselymonitored
andupdatedwhichisdifficultformeduringtheworkweek(2015-2017Study).

• Ithinkthreadeddiscussionsareuseful,butpreferfacetofacediscussionsormorehands-on
discussionmoderatedbytheprofessor(2015-2017Study).

• Itreallydependsontheprofessorandwhatkindofquestionsorpromptshe/sheisprovidingfor
thediscussions.Italsodependsonthecontentbeingdiscussed-somethingsaremoreableto
actuallydiscusswhereassomethingsarejuststraightforwardandthereisn’tmuchdiscussionin
it.Italsoislargelybasedontheworkethicofthepeopleenrolled(2015-2017Study).

• Dependsontheprofessorandmyknowledgeoftheircourses(2015-2017Study).
• Ibelievethattherelevantuseofthreadeddiscussionsreallydependsonthequalityoftheprompts

theprofessorsassignandthequalityof thediscussion thatensues.Therefore, it isup to the
professorstodevelopgoodpromptsanduptothestudentstohelpeachotheroutbycontributing
meaningfulconversation(2015-2017Study).

• Asagraduatestudentwhoonlytakesfullyonlinecourses,Ithinkthethreadeddiscussionsare
crucial!Theyprovideeachstudentachancetoanswerthequestionthenrespondtootherstudents.
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It’sagreattooltousefortheonlineprograms.Ialsoenjoytheprofessorsthatgiveustimeto
completeourinitialpostandthenadditionaltimetocompleteourresponsestootherstudents!
(2015-2017Study).

• Iappreciatetheprofessorparticipatinginthethreadeddiscussion,mostofthecoursesI’vetaken
theydonotdothis.Ortheprofessoristooinvolved,beingthefirsttoanswerandtakesawaythe
students[sic]opportunitytosayitfirst(2015-2017Study).

• Instructorsneedtoguidestudentsfromtellingeachother“goodjob.”Inmyexperience,too
manystudentsavoidchallengingtheideasoftheirclassmatesandsimplyagreetogettheirpoints
forparticipation.EvenwhenIbaitothersintomythread,Iusuallygetverylittletoworkwith
(2015-2017Study).

• OverallIthinkthequalityofthethreadeddiscussionisuptowhattheprofessormakesofit.
Someprofessorsputtimeintocreatingthesituationsforthediscussions,whichinturnmakethe
discussionmoremeaningfulandgeneratebetterdiscussion(2015-2017Study).

• Ithinkprofessorsneedtoconsidertheamountoftimeittakesstudentstocompletethreaded
discussionsandrespondtootherstudents.Ivaluethelearningandreadingthattakesplacewhen
Iamlookingforotherresourcestocontributetothelearning.However,itishardtocomplete
threadeddiscussions,takeonlinequizzes,completeresearchpapers.Itshardtodoallofthose
wellinan8weekcourseandworkfulltime(2015-2017Study).

• I’veonlybeeninvolvedinonethreadeddiscussionthusfar.Ithinkitwouldbeinterestingtosee
theProfessorgetinvolvedwithsomeofthediscussions.Itmayhelpguidethe[sic]intoamore
constructivelearningexperience(2015-2017Study).

• Mostofthetime,itseemslikeprofessorsusethreadeddiscussionsaswaytosparkcontroversy
intheclass,howeveritishardtodothateffectivelywheneveryoneistakingthecourseonline.
Mostofusstudentsseethemasaneasywaytogetpointsandboostourgrades(2015-2017Study).

Futurestudiesofstudents’perceptionsofthevalueofonlineeducationmightfocusoninstructor’s
roleintheinteractivefeaturesofthecourse,specifically,thethreadeddiscussiontoidentifybest
practices.Inplaceofoptionalopen-endedquestionsaskingforcomments,researchersmightdevelop
asetofspecificanswerquestionsdirectlyrelatedtotheinstructor’sinvolvementandparticipation
inthecourse.

Thisstudypointstothecontinuingneedforwell-designedandexecutedthreadeddiscussions
thatengagestudents,aswellasinstructorsinthelearningprocess.
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