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Abstract 
There is much debate regarding the value and utility of grading discussions to ensure and assess 
full participation in the online classroom. Proponents of threaded discussions view it as an inte-
gral part of the learning process, where students seek knowledge and express understanding. Con-
sequently, they deem it essential to assess participation. On the other hand, opponents of assess-
ing or grading participation assert that an exceedingly active discussion can distract students from 
other equally or more important coursework, not to mention the impracticality of instructors re-
sponding to the vast number of submissions.  

This article examines a variety of grading rubrics used to promote critical thinking about course 
content and assess the quality of participation and contributions of online threaded discussions.  
We present the results of a study conducted at a historically Black institution that used Kneser’s 
Exchange Structure Analysis (ESA) to analyze dialogue in order to understand student ex-
changes, moves, and roles as well as the influence of gender in online discussions during 3 con-
secutive summer sessions. 

Keywords: asynchronous, communication technologies, discourse, e-learning, exchange struc-
ture analysis, grading rubrics, online discussions. 

Introduction 
The advancement of the World Wide Web and virtual learning environments has profoundly im-
pacted asynchronous communication technologies, featuring tools that facilitate meaningful dis-
course between and among learners and educators.  As defined by Duffy and Cunningham 
(1996), meaningful discourse is a process of constructing knowledge and exchanging ideas and 
different viewpoints.  Constructivist learning supports meaningful discourse by enabling students 
to construct knowledge through reflection, prior knowledge and experiences, (Jonnassen, David-
son, Collins, Campbell, & Bannan-Haag, 1995). 

The online environment has provided 
more opportunities for learners to par-
ticipate in collaborative technologies 
such as e-mail, discussions, chat rooms, 
whiteboards, and announcements.  
These asynchronous communication 
tools have enhanced learning in the 
online environment across the globe, as 
well as augmented classroom online 
discussions by supporting reflection, 
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social negotiation and knowledge construction (Gilbert & Dabbagh, 2005).   

One of the most common means of asynchronous communication is the “threaded” discussion 
that Hewitt (2005, p. 568) defines as “a hierarchically organized collection of notes in which all 
notes but one (the note that started the thread) is written as ‘replies’ to earlier notes.” Because of 
its hierarchical structure, threading allows students to trace conversational chains of messages 
that relate to the original subject. 

Countless course designers and educators recognize the value of online discussions but keeping 
the discussion threads lively and informative is a challenge.  Consequently, there is an ongoing 
debate about the value and utility of grading discussions to ensure and assess full participation in 
the online classroom. 

Proponents of threaded discussions view it as an integral part of the learning process, where stu-
dents seek knowledge and demonstrate understanding. Consequently, they deem it essential to 
assess participation.  Salmon (2005) contends that online discussion promotes active thinking and 
interaction with others. Levenburg and Major (2000) suggest that assessing participation (a) rec-
ognizes students’ workload and time commitment with respect to online discussions and (b) en-
courages students to participate in required learning activities associated with the discussions. 
Finally, a number of researchers agree that assessment criteria can be used as a guide to students 
for learning outcomes and expected quality of thinking (Celentin, 2007; Ho, 2002; Kneser, Pilk-
ington, & Treasure-Jones, 2001; McKenzie & Murphy, 2000). 

On the other hand, Davis (1993) and Lacoss and Chylack (1998) feel that grading or assessing 
online discussions is counterproductive to facilitating positive learning outcomes.  Without com-
pelling empirical evidence to support his claim, Davis (1993) also suggests that assigning grades 
to participation may discourage free and open discussion and that the process disadvantages in-
troverted or shy students. Opponents of assessing or grading participation assert that an exceed-
ingly active discussion can distract students from other equally or more important coursework, 
not to mention the impracticality of instructors responding to the vast number of submissions. 

The current article examines a variety of grading rubrics used to promote critical thinking about 
course content and assess the quality of participation and contributions of online threaded discus-
sions.  We present the results of a study conducted at a historically Black institution that used the 
Exchange Structure Analysis (ESA) developed by Kneser et al. (2001) to analyze dialogue and 
student roles in online discussions during 3 consecutive summer sessions. The following ques-
tions were postulated for this study: 

(1) What were students preferred ‘initiate and respond exchanges’ in the online discussions? 
(2) What were students preferred ‘moves’ in the online discussions? 
(3) What were students preferred ‘roles in the online discussions? 
(4) Were there different patterns of participation based on gender? 

Grading Rubrics for Online Discussions 
Lively online discussions can be facilitated by requiring participants to not only post their own 
work, but also comment and respond to each others submissions. As a result, the discussions be-
come more than just an assignment; students learn from each other and become more engaged in 
the learning process.  Unfortunately without requirements for participation, students often elect 
not to engage in the dialogue for various reasons of time management, passivity, interest, disre-
gard, etc. Additionally, when the requirement for participation in the discussions only counts for a 
small percentage of the grade (e.g., 5%) participation may still be less than satisfactory, as stu-
dents assess the rate of return for time and effort. 
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Brannon and Essex (2001) make the following recommendations for instructors in order to reach 
full and appropriate participation. 

Instructors must provide students with clear communication protocols and clear 
requirements for posting and reading discussion entries to guard against potential 
pitfalls of asynchronous communication such as “feelings of social disconnec-
tion” that could result from (a) lack of immediate feedback, (b) lack of daily par-
ticipation in discussions, and (c) lack of time necessary for students to develop 
thoughtful discussions. (p. 36)   

Rubrics can be used as an instructional guide to communicate expectations to students and as an 
assessment to evaluate student participation. Chang (2008) developed a five-point grading scale 
to examine the quality of online discussions. The evaluation form focused on four aspects: depth, 
appropriateness, correctness, completeness, and usefulness, each consisting of three issues respec-
tively as outlined in Table 1. 

Table 1: The Evaluation Form for Online Discussions (source: Chang, 2008) 
Types of Online Discussions Aspects of Evaluation Issues 

Public Discussions Depth Meaningfulness 
Insight 
Knowledge level 

Project-Based Group Discus-
sions 

Appropriateness Relevance 
Clarity of diction 
Logic correction of writing 

Jigsaw Expert Group Discus-
sions 

Completeness Richness 
Creativity 
Criticism 

 Usefulness Feedback to peer 
Contribution to community 
Helpfulness for solving problems 

 

In utilizing this evaluation tool, Chang conducted a case study that involved 15 pre-service teach-
ers enrolled in the Instructional Media course at the University of Northern Taiwan.  The partici-
pants were randomly divided into 5 groups in which they were instructed to select and evaluate 
teaching websites.  This evaluation form was used to collect information regarding discussion 
content and frequency. The results indicate a positive correlation between online frequencies and 
Project-Based Group discussions as well as a high degree of participation.  

Jeong (2005) supports the use of sequential analysis to determine the affect of latent variables 
(e.g., message function, response latency, communication style) and exogenous variables (e.g., 
gender, discourse rules, context) on eliciting responses. He also uses a frequency matrix to ana-
lyze and identify patterns in message-response sequences, employing a coding scheme that con-
sists of 4 categories (e.g. argument, challenge, explain, evidence) thereby producing 4x4 matrix. 
Jeong’s initial study using this method examined the effects of specific variables on group inter-
action in online discussions and discovered that: (1) postings were significantly higher than ex-
pected with an overall response rate of 67% across all categories and (2) message function (latent 
variable) and gender (exogenous variable) were more likely to elicit a response message.  Using 
the same method of analysis, Jeong and Frazier (2008) examined how messages are posted during 
the day (early, midweek and weekend) affect the number of responses elicited by the four types 
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of exchanges (eg. argument, challenge, explain, evidence). Results found that ‘day’ of posting 
significantly affect the number of responses elicited per message.  

Palmer, Holt, and Bray (2007) recommend analyses that include both quantitative (number of 
postings, length of posting, number of messages read, etc.) and qualitative terms (Does the post-
ing exhibit cognitive/social/teaching presence?). They conducted a study using this evaluation 
technique to investigate the impact of participation in online discussions on student performance.  
Study results indicate that assessing online discussions positively impacted students’ participation 
and final grades. 

Gilbert and Dabbagh (2005) developed a rubric that awarded a point value to excellent, good, 
average and poor postings.  In addition to the following evaluation criteria, students were required 
to contribute 5-6 postings over the six-day discussion period: 

(a) timely discussion contributions, 
(b) responsiveness to others’ postings,  
(c) knowledge and understanding of assigned reading, and  
(d) ability to follow the online discussion protocols.  

Gilbert and Dabbagh’s addition of the online discussion evaluation rubric influenced meaningful 
discourse and revealed an increase in the number of postings per student when used for assessing 
asynchronous online discussion forums. 

Anderson and Krathwhoh (2001) developed a rubric based on Bloom’s Taxonomy (see Table 2).  
They defined three levels of responses:  Low (knowledge and comprehension; Medium (Applica-
tion and Analysis); and High (Synthesis and Evaluation).  A list of process and behavior oriented 
descriptors are employed to define the levels of thinking requisite the appropriate level.   

Table 2:  Rubric for Evaluation of Online Discussion Prompts & Responses 
(source:  Anderson & Krathwohl, 2001) 

Levels of Thinking Points Process Verbs &  Behavior Descriptors 
Low:   
  Remember or Understand 

1 Explain, list, describe, recall, define, identify, 
show, restate, summarize, list, demonstrate, illus-
trate, explain 

Medium: 
  Apply or Analyze 

2 Organize, classify, relate, prioritize, discuss, group, 
model, apply, compare, contrast, distinguish, cate-
gorize, take apart, combine 

High: 
  Evaluate or Create 

3 Extend, design, reconstruct, reorganize, create, de-
velop, speculate, propose, predict, generate, inter-
pret, judge, justify, critique, evaluate use criteria, 
dispute 

 

Christopher, Thomas, and Rallent-Runnels (2004) utilized the above rubric (see Table 2) to inves-
tigate the levels of thinking in an online discussion forum of a graduate course. The results indi-
cated that the majority of responses fell in the medium level, revealing students’ ability to analyze 
and apply knowledge in their responses. 

Hewitt (2003) suggests an analysis of student use of threaded discussions based on the character-
istics of four thread types: 

(1) stand-alone – notes that introduce new ideas to the conference and do not build on previ-
ous lines of inquiry.  One that begins a new thread. 
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(2) Add-on – a note that builds on the ideas of one other note in the conference. One person 
responds to an idea that someone else has introduced. 

(3) Multiple reference - notes that make a reference to two or more previous notes, but not in 
a way that would be considered an attempt at convergence. 

(4) Convergent – a note that discusses some of the ideas expressed in two or more other 
notes in the conference. (p. 39) 

Hewitt’s use of this assessment tool suggests that students respond overwhelmingly to the more 
recent notes in a discussion despite the relevance to the conceptual issues of the earlier notes, re-
vealing that students are more likely to read the latest thread than read earlier threads. Quite the 
reverse was found in the study conducted by Lisa de Bruyn (2004) when examining students’ en-
gagement and dispositions, with 75% of students posting add-on notes in response to postings of 
previous students. 

Lisa Lobry de Bruyn (2004) used the following rubric (see Table 3) to measure the level of social 
presence, cognitive and system responses identified in student postings. This two-year study, in-
volving inquiry-based learning activities, revealed that over 50% of the postings contained some 
form of social presence.   

Table 3:  Evaluation of Social Presence (source: de Bruyn, 2004) 
Content Analysis Definition 

Interactive responses Includes complimenting, expressing appreciation or agreement, 
asking unsolicited questions, referring to others’ messages, quot-
ing from others’ messages and continuing a thread. 

Affective responses Includes expressing emotion, feeling or mood, use of humor and 
self-disclosure. 

Cohesive responses Includes addressing or referring to other students by name, and/or 
group as we, us, our, group, and salutations. 

Cognitive responses Includes discussion and commentary on the unit content. 
System responses Includes discussion related to the software or access issues. 
 

The rubrics presented are just a few examples of what designers and instructors have used to ar-
ticulate clear and explicit guidelines in order to promote participation and quality postings for 
online discussions. While these studies demonstrate that asynchronous online communication 
offers the promise of increased student interaction, the influence of gender differences upon the 
number of participants, the type of participation and/or the dynamics of participation in online 
threaded discussions was only addressed in the study conducted by Jeong (2005).  Interestingly, 
the literature on this topic is largely inconclusive.  

With regard to participation in traditional classroom discussions, the literature documents that 
male students: (a) interact with instructors more frequently; (b) tend to ask more questions and 
speak more frequently; and (c) in general dominate the classroom discussion when compared to 
female students (Canada & Pringle, 1995; Sadker & Sadker, 1994)).  Some argue that this domi-
nance is a result of discrimination, stereotypes, and sexist views of women (Crombie, Pyke, 
Silverthorn, Jones, & Piccinin, 2003; Hall & Sandler, 1984), consequently, this systematic dis-
crimination disadvantages women in the online environment. 

When quantitatively exploring gender differences in online discussions, a predominance of the 
literature found that men dominated the conversational floor (Barrett & Lally, 1999; Sierpe, 2001; 
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Yates, 2001), while still others found equal participation of women and men (Davidson-Shrivers, 
Morrison, & Sriwongkol, 2003; Masters & Oberprieler, 2004; McLean & Morrison, 2000; Poole, 
2000). On the other hand, a number of studies revealed that women post and read more messages 
than their male counterparts (Anderson & Haddad, 2005; Bellman, Tindimubona, & Arias., 1993; 
Bostock & Lizhi, 2005; Gunn, McSporran, Macleod, & French, 2003; Wolfe, 2000). 

The literature also documents the dynamics of online discussions with focus on various commu-
nication patterns in determining gender differences.  For example, Carr, Cox, Eden, & Hanslo 
(2004) examined the exchanges of online communications and found that female students were 
more likely to focus on community-building moves while male students focused more on adver-
sarial moves, classified as ritualized adversarial exchanges. Furthermore, as analyzed using Kne-
ser’s Exchange Structure Analysis, male students exhibited a stronger preference for the ‘chal-
lenge’ and clarify moves while female students preferred the ‘feedback’, ‘inform’, ‘inquire’, ‘rea-
son’, and ‘justify’ moves. 

This study will contribute to the literature by examining the gender patterns of participation and 
the initial exchanges, moves and roles of students in online discussions utilizing the Exchange 
Structure Analysis (Kneser et al., 2001).  

Study Background 
The Exchange Structure Analysis (ESA) developed by Kneser et al. (2001) was used in the cur-
rent study to analyze responses, moves, and roles of students in online discussions.  The ESA was 
chosen because of its widespread use, simple coding techniques, and for current and future com-
parisons.  The reliability of dialogue analysis in category assignment to transcript data was en-
sured by the following process:  (a) employing the use of ESA code structure; (b) checking and 
verifying qualitative coding; (c) intra-coding reliability between instructor and researchers; and 
(d) researcher’s role as instructor and principal evaluator. 

This method of evaluation (ESA) investigates the dynamics of taking turns in online discussions, 
in which a turn is defined as “a contribution by a particular participant and is delimited by that 
person starting and stopping speaking” (Kneser et al., 2001, p. 65). The ESA categories are based 
on Sinclair and Coulthard’s (1975) transactional analysis.  As explained in Table 4, exchange is 
defined as “a combination of Initiate and Respond moves, which together make up a classroom 
dialogue” (p. 65). 

Table 4:  Initiate & Respond Categories (source: Kneser et al., 2001) 
Initiate (I) a contribution that anticipates a response and is not predicted 

from a previous turn. 
Respond (R) a contribution that is not initial, does not anticipate a turn and 

usually completes an exchange. 
Reinitiating (RI) a contribution that is a continuation of a current exchange and 

anticipates a response, but was not predicted from an earlier turn 
and was not initial. Feedback can be negative. 

Response-complement (RC) a contribution that can be acknowledgement, feedback or evalua-
tion.  Response-complement signals intention to close the ex-
change, however, it can be followed by a new change. 

Stand alone (SA) contributions in which one participant continues to initiate, and 
where turns by the same speaker follow each other. 

Ill-informed turn (II) a contribution that is an island, with no response to it. 



Wishart & Guy 

135 

ESA includes a set of moves (see Table 5) reflecting statements that challenge, justify, clarify, 
provide feedback, inform, inquire, or provide reason for current posting.   

Table 5:  Types of Moves in ESA (source: Pilkington, 1999) 
Challenge Statements requesting reasoning or fresh thinking 
Justify Reply with evidence or contraindication 
Clarify Questions of clarification 
Feedback Evaluative statements 
Inform Description/differentiation 
Inquire Questions requesting information 
Reason State causal proposition 
 

These ‘moves’ further define a participant’s argument role preference (see Table 6).  For exam-
ple, a participant with a preference for statements categorized as the ‘reason’ move will obtain the 
role of an ‘Explainer; in the same way, a participant with a preference for statements categorized 
as the ‘inform’ move will obtain the role of an ‘Elaborator’ and so forth. 

Table 6:  ESA roles (Source:  Pilkington, 1999) 
Argument role Anticipated ESA category Anticipated move category 
`Explainer 
Elaborator 
Inquirer 
Critic 
Clarifier 
Evaluator 
Narrator 
Explainer 
Elaborator 

Initiate 
Initiate 
Initiate 
Reinitiate 
Reinitiate 
Response-complement 
Stand alone 
Respond 
Respond 

Reason 
Inform 
Inquire 
Challenge and justify 
Clarify 
Feedback 
Inform and reason 
Reason 
Inform 

 

The discussions analyzed in this study came from three online MBA International Business 
courses offered during the summer from 2004 to 2006 using the Blackboard Learning Manage-
ment System. These courses were designed in the e-learning format, in which the instructor 
guided the class with assigned chapter readings, lecture notes, PowerPoint slides, and videos 
posted with the course management tools as outlined in Table 7. The quizzes, examinations, and 
written assignments were also posted and administered on Blackboard.  Collaborative learning 
was created through the discussion board, where students engaged in open dialogue with the in-
structor and each other about their current event reports and topical questions. The threaded dis-
cussions represented class participation, which was evaluated based upon the quality and quantity 
of each student’s postings.  

Table 7:  Course Requirements & Grading Criteria 
Year 1 (Summer 2004) 40% - 2 Case Analyses   

35% - 8 Current Event Reports 
15% - 15 Quizzes 
10% - Discussion Board Participation 
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Year 2 (Summer 2005) 30% - 2 Case Analyses   
20% - 5 Current Event Reports 
25% - 2 Short Answer Exams 
20% - 18 Quizzes 
5% - Discussion Board Participation 

Year 3 (Summer 2006) 30% - 2 Case Analyses   
20% - 5 Current Event Reports 
25% - 2 Short Answer Exams 
20% - 18 Quizzes 
5% - Discussion Board Participation 

 

Other than the multiple choice quizzes, the courses were writing intensive. In addition to discus-
sion board participation, the ten week courses required in-depth case analyses, current event re-
ports, and essay exams.  While the criteria for discussion board participation remained consistent 
across the three years, other requirements for the course changed in years 2 and 3.  With the addi-
tion of two short answer exams, as well as three quizzes, and the reduction of current event re-
ports from 8 to 5, the relative weight of all course requirements changed.  Specifically, discussion 
board participation decreased from 10% to only 5% of the overall grade summers 2 and 3.  Im-
portantly, because the syllabus neither quantified any specific number of postings required nor 
included a rubric describing quality, the instructor was responsible for coaching student involve-
ment and ensuring quality postings. 

Results 
The analyses were divided into two phases in response to the research questions posited for this 
study. In phase one, descriptive statistics were used to determine student responses, moves and 
roles in the online discussions.  

Results for the Initiate and Respond category as indicated in Table 8, revealed that in summer 1, 
2, and 3 the number of postings that were “Initiate” statements progressively increased (58.2%, 
61.2%, and 69.8%, respectively), while the remaining responsive statements to current exchanges 
declined over the three summers (39.5%, 35.8%, and 30.3%). 

Table 8: Initiate & Respond 
 Summer 1 Summer 2 Summer 3 
 Count Percent Count Percent Count Percent 
Initiate 252 58.2% 123 61.2% 67 69.8% 
Respond 79 18.2% 43 21.4% 9 9.4% 
Reinitiate 18 4.2% 8 4.0% -- -- 
Response-
complement 74 17.1% 21 10.4% 18 18.8% 

Stand alone 9 2.1% 6 3.0% 2 2.1% 
Ill-formed turn 1 .2% -- -- -- -- 
 

All seven types of ‘moves’ coded in this research are illustrated in Table 9.  In all 3 summer ses-
sions, ‘inform’ move was most active reporting 64.2% in summer 1, 72.6% in summer 2, and 
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74% in summer 3. The reverse was seen with ‘justify and clarify’ moves reporting 2.1% and .9% 
participation in summer 1, 1.5% and .5% in summer 2, and no participation in either category for 
summer 3.  

Table 9: Moves 
 Summer 1 Summer 2 Summer 3 
 Count Percent Count Percent Count Percent 
Challenge 5 1.2% 4 2.0% 1 1.0% 
Justify 9 2.1% 3 1.5% -- -- 
Clarify 4 .9% 1 .5% -- -- 
Feedback 75 17.3% 22 10.9% 18 18.8% 
Inform 278 64.2% 146 72.6% 71 74.0% 
Inquire 28 6.5% 7 3.5% 3 3.1% 
Reason 34 7.9% 18 9.0% 3 3.1% 
 

The ‘elaborator’ (initiated by the ‘inform’ move) was the preferred role for summer 1 (49.7%), 
summer 2 (58.2%), and summer 3 (66.7%) while the ‘clarifier’ role was less than dominant with 
.9% in summer 1, .5% in summer 2, and 1.0% in summer 3.  See Table 10 for complete role pref-
erences. 

Table 10: Roles 
 Summer 1 Summer 2 Summer 3 
 Count Percent Count Percent Count Percent 
Explainer 8 1.8% 1 .5 -- -- 
Elaborator 215 49.7% 117 58.2% 64 66.7% 
Inquirer 28 6.5% 6 3.0% 3 3.1% 
Critic 14 3.2% 7 3.5% 1 1.0% 
Clarifier 4 .9% 1 .5% -- -- 
Evaluator 75 17.3% 22 10.9% 18 18.8% 
Narrator 9 2.1% 7 3.5% 2 2.1% 
Explainer 25 5.8% 17 8.5% 3 3.1% 
Elaborator 55 12.7% 23 11.4% 5 5.2% 
 

In phase two, a series of cross tabulations were run to determine if any correlation exists between 
gender and student responses, moves, and roles.  

Figure 1 illustrates the overall percentage of male versus female postings under the ‘Initiate and 
Response’ category.  The results indicate that male students posted more statements described as 
Respond (18.1%), Response-Complement (16.5%), Stand Alone (3.2%), and Ill-Formed Turn 
(.3%) compared to female students with 17.8%, 14.4%, 1.4% and 0%, respectively.  However, 
female students posted more statements described as Initiate (62.1%) and Reinitiate (4.2%) com-
pared to male students with 59.0% and 2.9%, respectively.  
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Figure 1. Initiate and Response by Gender  

Cross Tabulation 

Female students dominated with ‘moves’ in which they Challenged (1.7%), Justified (1.7%), 
Clarified (.8%), Informed (70.9%) and Reasoned (7.6%) at a rate higher than the male students 
with 1.1%, 1.6%, .8%, 64.9%, and 7.4%, respectively.  On the other hand, male students pre-
ferred moves that provided more Feedback (17.0%) and Inquiry (7.4%) compared to female stu-
dents with 14.4% and 2.8%, respectively (see Figure 2). 

 
Figure 2. Moves by Gender 

Cross Tabulation 

When comparing role preferences, male students on average exhibited a higher preference for 
roles as Inquirer (7.4%), Evaluator (17.0%) and Narrator (3.2%) compared to female students 
with 2.5%, 14.4%, and 1.7%, respectively; while female students on average showed a strong 
preference for roles as Explainer (7.6%), Elaborator (69.4%), Critic (3.4%), and Clarifier (.8%) 
compared to male students with 7.2%, 61.9%, 2.7%, and .5%, respectively (see Figure 3). 
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Figure 3. Roles by Gender 

Cross Tabulation 

Discussion 
Two primary factors influenced the results of this analysis.  First, as Gilbert and Dabbagh’s 
(2005) research suggests, explicitly quantifying the number and quality of student postings to the 
discussion board required during the semester increases participation. Because the instructor’s 
requirements for the discussion board were vague, participation in a majority of the threaded dis-
cussions was minimal and inconsistent.  With only 30.3% - 39.5% of total postings considered 
responsive statements to an exchange, few ‘moves’ were taken in response to a single posting.  
Consequently, many of the postings were initiated simply to inform others of their work, which 
resulted in no exchange. 

Secondly, as an extension of Lisa Lobry de Bruyn’s (2004) study, the dialogue often resulted 
from the instructor’s social presence, in the responses to a posting, or instructions to respond to a 
topical question.  The vitality of these discussions largely reflected the instructor’s engagement in 
the students’ exchange, as evidenced by the disparity of participation across the courses.  Despite 
the same student enrollment in the first two courses, there were more than twice the number of 
postings in the first year when the instructor was more active, compared to the second year: 433 
and 201 postings, respectively (see Table 8).   

Consequently, two specific factors of faculty engagement are believed to have influenced student 
participation: establishment of a learning community and student demographics.  In the first 
summer, the course opened with a discussion board request for all students to introduce them-
selves.  The instructor responded to each student with either a probing question or statement of 
confirmation (reinitiating or response-complement statements).  In many cases, participants mod-
eled this behavior, engaging each other with questions about their lives or simply welcoming 
them to the course.  This engagement established a learning community that largely set the tone 
for the rest of the course; the participants were valued and heard by the instructor and students 
alike.  In the second and third courses, the instructor overlooked the introduction and engaged in 
fewer and less “conversational” postings.  Without these modeling behaviors that created the con-
text for relationship building, the students did not appear compelled to engage in discussions, as 
indicated by the decline in the total percentage of responsive statements over the three years 
(39.5%, 38.8%, and 30.3%, respectively).  As Brannon and Essex (2001) portend, these results 
suggest that the lack of immediate feedback, daily dialogue, and thoughtful discussion created 
feelings of social disconnection: “the pitfalls of asynchronous communication.” In short, because 
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the instructor failed to both create the vital learning community and communicate explicit re-
quirements for responding to exchanges, student dialogue suffered.  

Secondly, the instructors’ response to the differences in enrollment demographics influenced stu-
dent participation. While the courses were consistent in a near 50/50 ratio of men and women, 
less than half the number of students enrolled in the third year (9), as compared to the first two 
courses (22 and 21 respectively). Importantly, six foreign students were enrolled in the first 
course; only one foreign student was enrolled in the second, and none in the third. In the first 
year, the instructor informally appealed to these foreign students to openly share their experiences 
and perspectives, which lead to more informal discussions and frequent postings as noted above. 
For fear of alienating and isolating the one foreign student in the second year’s class, the instruc-
tor did not informally enlist this student’s unique experiences for collective learning. The high 
percentage of basic “response” statements (21.4%) may reflect this comparative lack of informal 
dialogue, since these postings did not anticipate a reply and terminated an exchange.  In the third 
year’s small class, all nine students were locals, without any international exposure. The high 
percentage of “response complement” statements (18.8%) in this course reveals a general lack of 
intention to engage in deeper exploration or knowledge creation, since these statements were pri-
marily simple acknowledgements of a contribution. 

Because of the limited collective experience in and knowledge of the international arena, com-
bined with the instructors’ limited social presence, the discussion board postings in the later two 
years were comparatively more formal, structured, and limited. Rather than a vital dialogue about 
the students’ thinking, reflection, and learning, by the third course the discussion board contribu-
tions became repositories of students’ assignments submissions.   

The analysis of gender patterns in the discussions over the three years suggests that women ap-
pear to be slightly more likely to initiate a discussion in the e-learning environment than men.  
This finding is compelling given the prevailing literature about gender inequities in the online 
environments, in which males are believed to generally dominate discussions (Barrett & Lally, 
1999; Sierpe, 2001; Yates, 2001).  In this case, our study confirms that in the e-learning environ-
ment women are more active than their male counterparts in posting and reading messages 
(Anderson & Haddad, 2005; Bellman, et al., 1993; Bostock & Lizhi, 2005; Gunn, et al., 2003; 
Wolfe, 2000). 

With regard to communication patterns, the women were also more likely to be critical and chal-
lenging, as well as feel the need to explain, elaborate, inform, and justify themselves in response 
to men’s predominantly evaluative and inquiring statements. While these differences were mini-
mal, the results suggest that the typical gender differences in communication are nullified in the 
e-learning environment.  Specifically, unlike Carr et al.’s (2004) study, the males did not engage 
in ritualized adversarial exchanges, and the women exhibited a willingness to challenge and clar-
ify, which were moves that Kneser et al. (2001) found to be predominantly male patterns of 
communication. These findings suggest that the e-learning environment creates contexts for equi-
table communication across genders, which is a compelling argument for its unique value in co-
education.   

The results of this analysis may also challenge the findings of Allen and Seaman’s (2006) survey 
of 2,200 institutions, in which two-thirds declared, “Students need more discipline to succeed in 
online course.”  On the contrary, rather than increasing control over the processes and assessment 
of online learning, the challenge is for instructors to be present and create dynamic, engaging, and 
innovative learning opportunities in which they inspire students to participate (Richardson & 
Swan, 2003).  

The results also confirm Brannon and Essex (2001) recommendations for clear communication 
protocols and requirements for posting and suggest that the continued development of innovative 
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evaluation rubrics is necessary to improve the quality of contributions to an online discussion. As 
noted earlier by Anderson and Krathwhoh (2001) (see Table 2), a rubric that explicitly describes 
levels of responses will stimulate learning by challenging students to reflect and think critically, 
rather than post basic statements of understanding and mere opinion.  Additionally, because of 
both the time and effort required to provide meaningful contributions to the discussions and the 
value of this learning opportunity for online courses, the relative weight of participation for the 
final grade should reflect its priority and significance (e.g., at least 10%). 

In response to the formative results of this study, the instructor redesigned future online courses 
to include personal introductions that will create the learning community, a rubric for assessing 
individuals contributions that will establish the quality of postings (Table 11), and increased re-
quirements for participation to ensure the quantity and effectiveness of online discussions.  

Table 11: Discussion Board Evaluation Rubric  
Value of Individual Posting Description of Individual Posting 

0 points No entry, or simple agreement with an exchange 
1 pt    Descriptive 
           Entry 

Basic entry that describes one’s position without evidence of 
engaging with other participants’ postings 

2 pts   Interpretive  
           Comment 

Analytical entry that relates to and builds upon one or more 
ideas presented in the thread, demonstrating applied comprehen-
sion of the question or issue that may include ideas beyond the 
readings. 

3 pts   Generative   
           Response 

Creative entry that integrates or evaluates multiple views in the 
thread and extends beyond the readings, contributing language, 
metaphors or analogies that deepen the discussion for all. 

 

With these innovations in design and assessment of the instructors’ courses, it is hoped that the 
results of a future study will positively confirm the processes and protocols that serve to create 
lively discussion, collective learning, and knowledge creation in the online classroom. 

Conclusion 
In summary, the subject of asynchronous computer-mediated communication has generated much 
controversy regarding the facilitation of meaningful discourse in online discussion forums. Spe-
cifically, the debate is ongoing regarding the use of grading rubrics to ensure and assess full par-
ticipation in online discussions. This study confirms researchers’ findings that support the use of 
grading rubrics to communicate requirements and assess the quality and quantity of online post-
ings (Anderson & Krathwhoh, 2001; Brannon & Essex, 2001; de Bruyn, 2004; Gilbert & Dab-
bagh, 2005; Hewitt, 2003). 

Kneser et al.’s (2001) Exchange Structure Analysis (ESA) was employed to analyze responses, 
moves, and roles of students, analyzing the gender differences in online discussions. The results 
of this study challenge their findings, indicating that typical patterns of gender communication are 
nullified in the online environment.  This study compared the level of participation by male and 
female students in terms of turns taken, moves made, and role preferences.  The results indicate 
that while male students were more likely to initiate and respond in 4 of the 6 categories (Re-
spond, Response-Complement, Stand Alone, and Ill-Formed Turn), the female students domi-
nated in ‘moves’ that challenged, justified, clarified, informed, and reasoned, which is contrary 
prior studies (Carr et al., 2004; Kneser et al., 2001). When comparing role preferences in commu-
nication, our study revealed contrary findings. Specifically, male students exhibited a higher pref-
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erence for roles as inquirer, evaluator, and narrator, while female students exhibited a preference 
for roles as challenger, critic, explainer, elaborator, clarifier, justifier, and reasoned informer. 

The current findings confirm recent studies that declare, with effective e-learning technologies, 
we can create active, engaged, collaborative, and inquiry-based learning opportunities, which can 
yield unprecedented learning outcomes (Anderson & Krathwhoh, 2001; de Bruyn, 2004; Gilbert 
& Dabbagh, 2005; Hewitt, 2003). Additionally, the study contributes to the scholarship on gender 
and online learning. 
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