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ABSTRACT

This paper reports on a distance education project where a threaded discussion board was used for
interaction amongst students and teachers. The experiences from the first year of the project shows that such
a forum can be an important complement to other evaluative resources in order to monitor student's
expectations and experiences. Furthermore, it is argued that discursive evaluations can serve the purpose of
establishing a learning community with shared norms and forms of communication and collaboration. Vital
properties of the discussion board are that it is continuos, online, public, asynchronous and auto-structuring.

1. EVALUATION IN DISTANCE EDUCATION

Evaluation is an important tool in higher education, guiding faculty and management towards better courses
with improved methods of teaching and administration. The literature describes many formal techniques and
instruments for this purpose [e.g Oliver 1997]. Since most methods for evaluation require substantial
resources for measuring as well as analysis, the dominating instrument is probably a simple written post-
course questionnaire with multiple choice questions and/or open-ended short comments [Hall 1997]. In
addition to the results from formal evaluation, teachers have a rich flow of more informal and sometimes
sublime feedback arriving continuously from a variety of sources. Casual conversation with students and
colleagues, the atmosphere in classroom and corridors and student's body language and degree of attention
during a lecture can all be viewed as carriers of evaluative feedback, [Svensson & Sorensen, 2000]. Informal
feedback, such as this, is of course not only interpreted by faculty members. For students it can be a vital
element in processes of, for example, socialisation and of the class-community maintenance.

In a distance educational setting, with students and teachers separated in time and space, these signals are
drastically reduced. To compensate for this type of informal communication with computer-mediated
interaction is difficult, if even possible. Whittaker et al [1994] addresses the general issue of designing IT to
support informal workplace communication, arriving at the conclusion that a shared workspace is an
important aspect and that rich synchronous video-media and asynchronous text based media should be
combined and integrated when aiming for an acceptable design.

The focus of this paper is a threaded discussion board where students and teachers meet to discuss course-
related issues. This is an informal arena of conversation where students can express their attitudes, opinions,
perceptions and experiences. Such a forum can serve as a valuable complement to traditional post course
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guestionnaires, even making it possible for teachers to challenge and manage these student-opinions. The
arguments are based on experiences from a distance education project at a university in Scandinavia. The
empirical data of the study are the entries made by students and teachers to a web-based computer
conference (discussion-board). This conference is integrated into a web-education system developed at the
University. The entries have been analysed with respect to evaluative factors such as topic and nature.

2. THE CASE

The object of the study is a distance education project where 60 students from six small communities in the
outlying districts of a university in Scandinavia can take a degree in System Analysis (B. Sc.). The
participating communities were committed to provide some basic facilities such as access to modern
computers with Internet-connection, a prescribed set of software packages, a videoconference (VC)-studio
and room for collaborative work. In all the communities these facilities are located to a learning-centre with
a part-time (20 %) coordinator providing elementary service to the students. The number of students in the
various communities varies from five to 17.

The study covers the courses during the first year of the project, [table 1]. All courses had different teams of
teachers and different methods of teaching and examination.

Mathematics and Statistics (10 weeks)
Computer Science (10 weeks)
Business administration (10 weeks)
Finance (5 weeks)
C++ Programming (5 weeks)

Table 1: Course modules covered by the study.

A common denominator in all courses was the use of learning technologies. Multiparty VC-sessions were
used for lectures, seminars and presentations, and a web education tool was used for distribution of course
material and for text based interaction. The system provides a web site for each course, one of its
components being the core object for this paper, namely the Discussion Board. - A primitive web-based
conference, where discussion topics are divided into threads presented on the screen with indents that
indicates the structure of the discussions. Each entry is presented with a hyperlinked title, a date/time-stamp
and the signature of the debater. The threads are sorted in descending time order with respect to the first
entry of each thread. An entry is displayed in full text by clicking on the title, it is then possible to choose to
post a follow up to the entry. In addition to text (with html-tags if so desired) the author of an entry can
choose to submit a picture, a URL and or an email address. Each entry should be signed with a name or a
pseudonym by the author. A new discussion-thread is started in the same manner. Laurillard [1993] classifies
the debate board to be a discursive media. Using her conversational framework she claims that discursive
media addresses interaction at the level of description and reflection upon actions, feedback and goals. Long
& Baecker [1997] emphasises the conversational style of a debate board, allowing for conversation among
groups where each person can respond to all others, having the complete dialog-history displayed.

2.1. Previous Research

In a previous study the email and discussion-board entries of the course in Mathematics and Statistics have
been analysed using a method designed by Yates and Orlikowski [1993]. This method uses the concept of
Genre to detect patterns in the electronic interaction. They define a genre to be a:

Typified communicative act having a socially defined and recognized communicative purpose with
regard to its audience.
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The Genre concept accounts for both the substance and the form of the interaction. Substance refers to the
topics and the discursive structure of the interaction, and form has three sub-dimensions: structural features,
communication medium and language. The concept of a Genre Repertoire [ibid.] refers to a set of genres
providing a social template for communication within a community. The audience or community in this case
is of course the group of students and staff (teachers, course-administrators) interacting through the course
web-site. The result indicated a genre repertoire consisting of three distinct genres appearing both on the
debate board an in the email to teachers. The genres were labelled Query, Feedback and Smalltalk [See
Svensson 1998 for a thorough discussion].

The Query genre was characterised by having the primary purpose of discussing exercises and aspects of the
course literature. The purpose of the Smalltalk-entries is to entertain, and socialise even though the content is
often related to some course activity. Social activities like this are often reported in distance learning
projects, [Fjuk 1998], and serves an important role in building and maintaining the learning community.
These entries can to some extent be a substitute for the sublime feedback signalling the mood of the students
discussed in the first section. However the focus in this paper is more directly linked to the Feedback genre
which constitutes the foundation for the analysis reported in this paper.

3. DATA COLLECTION AND ANALYSIS

The aim of this explorative study is to present as rich a picture as possible of the nature of the evaluative
discourses that took place on the discussion-boards. The primary unit of analysis is the discussion-thread. All
threads with an evaluative content were included in the study.

The threads were grouped and classified with respect to the feedback-topic(s) discussed. The process of
grouping the threads into topic-clusters with relevant labels was conducted in an iterative way, inspired by
grounded theory techniques [Glaser & Strauss, 1980]. If a thread did not stay focused on one topic, i.e. if two
or more entries belonged to another of the emergent topics, the thread classified as having two topics,

Secondly each debate-board entry was analysed with respect to the nature of the feedback. Inspired by the
classification of different types of feedback a teacher can give a student presented by Draper [1997b] the
following scheme was adopted.

Feedback types

1. Agree/Disagree with other debater

2. Success/Failure: Debater stating that something is bad (or good)
3. Behavior recipe: Debater presenting a suggestion for change

4. Explanation: Elaboration on why something is wrong (or right)
The entries were classified into one or more of these feedback types.

Some simple quantitative measures such as number of entries, the number of follow up levels and the time-
span between first and last entry was recorded in order to give complementary information on the nature of
the debate. In addition to analysing the debate-entries the log-files containing data on all visits to the debate
boards were analysed.

4. RESULTS AND ANALYSIS

The log-file data shows that the discussion-boards have been frequently visited. A total of over 12 000 visits
over a 40 week period. This resulted in 223 threads with 563 entries. (One out of 20 visits resulted in a
posting). 50% percent of the threads (60 % of the entries) were classified as feedback-threads and therefor
included in the study.
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4.1.  Thread Topics

The topic-analyses revealed that a majority of the evaluative threads focused on one and sometimes two
topic-categories [table 2]. The topics cover a broad spectrum of issues related to the educational setting as
well as a “meta-topic” with discussions on how to behave on the forum itself.

Topic Description
Course Context Comments on administrative issues, student-facilities or service
Course Content Assignments, Course-Material, Topics of study, literature etc.
Learning Technology Comments on Videoconference or issues related to course web site (tech
problems, features etc.)
Teacher Performance Comments on lectures and tutoring
Debate Climate Comments on the form or style of other debaters.

Table 2: Classification of threads

Topic Math/Stat Comp.Science Bus.Admin Finance Programming
Context 4 1 7 3 6
Content 4 10 6 1 2
Technology 16 9 9 1 2
Teacher 5 1 1 3 0
Discussion 1 2 3 1 1
Disc/Content 0 1 0 0 0
Teach/Content 2 4 2 0 0
Teach/Tech 0 4 0 0 0
TOTAL 32 32 28 9 11

Table 3: Number of threads in each topic-category in each of the course modules

Comparing the courses shows that the debate-frequency is fairly equal in the first three courses, and dropping
slightly in the last two. Also the length of the threads drops from an average of 3-4 in the first 30 weeks, till
no more than 2 in the last ten weeks. The fact that the 5-week courses tend to be more intense could be one
possible explanation. Another explanation could be that the fact that issues related to the web-based system
were frequently debated in the first courses, but gradually the system has become more and more transparent
to the student’s and is therefore not an interesting topic to debate. In the latter courses the technology threads
relates to how it is operated by teachers and integrated with course content. The short threads and solo entries
could be found in all categories, but dominated in Learning technology and Debate climate. The longest
discussions are concerned with the context or the content of the courses. The lifetime of most discussions
were very short (1 or 2 days). Only three threads have a span of more than a week between the first and the
last entry. One explanation to this could perhaps be found in the graphical interface of the debate board.
Since the complete dialog history is presented on the screen, the threads disappear from the start-screen of
the board after 15 — 20 entries have been made. Then the scroll-bars must be used in order to read the entries
or post a follow up. There were some examples where debaters chose to start a new thread continuing the
debate on an existing topic, instead of adding to the original thread.
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4.2. Nature of Feedback

In the table below the entries are divided with respect to the nature of feedback. It is worth noticing that an
elaborate explanation or a suggestion for changes is included in 53 percent of the entries, leaving only 47
percent with short-answer-like reports on success or failure or commenting someone else’s opinion. The ratio
of agree/disagree entries constitutes a fairly good indicator of the degree of discussion or debate on the
board. A low ratio would suggest a collection of weakly interrelated entries, as on a bulletin board. A high
ratio on the other hand would point towards a discursive nature of the content, like in a conference. The table
shows that one out of four entries has been categorised as agreeing or disagreeing to a previous posting,
clearly indicating that the forum is more of a conference, and less of a bulletin board. This is even more
enhanced when excluding that the starting entry (seed) of each thread, which for natural reasons are not
likely to agree or disagree with previous postings. Then we see that close to 40 percent of the “follow ups”
falls into category 1 (or 1&3 or 1&4).

Cat | Description Math Comp.Sci | Bus. Admin | Finance |Program. | Total

1 Agree/Disagree (A/D) 17 13 24 4 5 63 (18%)
2 Success/Failure (S/F): 34 30 21 8 9 102 (29 %)
3 Behaviour recipe (BR): 5 5 14 1 3 28 (8 %)
4 Explanation (Exp) 15 18 17 4 10 64 (18 %)
1 & 3 | A/D with BR 1 1 2 0 0 4 (1 %)

1 & 4 | A/ID with Exp 3 6 10 0 1 20 (6 %)
2 & 3 | S/F with BR 4 9 4 0 0 17 (5 %)
2 & 4 | S/F with Exp 9 8 3 1 1 22 (6 %)
3 &4 | BR with Exp 1 3 2 0 1 7 (2 %)

- Others 1 4 11 1 3 20 (6 %)

Table 4: Number of entries in each feedback-type

4.3.  Thread Examples

In order to visualise the debate, three examples of complete threads are being presented below. The first
thread (fig 1.) is from the computer-science course and deals with a course-context issue. The header of the
first entry was "Why not COOP??", referring to the fact that students on the distance education program did
not have the opportunity to integrate work-placements with their studies.

The second example (fig 2.) is a short thread on Learning technology from the beginning of the first course
and the third example (fig. 3) deals with the debate climate of the second course as well as the use of
outdated software. Descriptions in italics are translations from debate-board entries (in some cases,
somewhat shortened)
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[ think it s shocking that distance-students are not affered to fake

the COOPversion. They did actually say, bafore we started this program,
‘F_f_-—f’”“" that we would be affered the sawme conditions as the regular pragram.

Awe i the only one that feels betrayed?

’7 A (student) [ also think we should have the epportumity io do COOF-siudies. & is

/_/—-’_/ imporiant to iry ones new imowledge in a practical work sefiing ... .
Bistudenfy | %

hd

[ do not Sink you should feel betrayed. The disiance program is

A———— differeni in the sense that if needs all students ic take the same
> C (staff) . .
course af the same fime. If you want the COOP-version uou wust apply
Jor the regular program.
* Distudent) Complaing that shifting to regular version cannot be done automati cally
> C (staff) Explains the procedure for study- guidance
#| B(studenf) Inform ationhas been poor on this subject
»| E(student) Agrees withB and A
L C (staff) Further explanation to why COOF is impossible
*| F{pseudonym) Disagrees with C7s argum ents
#| B(studenf) Agrees withF but thanksC for doing a good job
L C (staff) Thanks evryone for their opirdons

Figure 1: Course context thread

Towhaom If may corncern
Clonddd it be arranged so flafove can see how fhe submission of a file proceeds in
fhe Heprd I Cafegory ' Ferbaps a ferminal-wirddow where poul ca see fhat
everpihmg is going alright aad an ivddicafor showig how mech fime is lgff Swre, T
cepl see the lights biviing om my modem, buf 1f ] use a comprufer af school o ane
with a ualt-inmodem I ean ovly guess what s goimgon FPerhaos pou oo flrowin
some music daing the fravemission process? Uddevalla Broass Bavd?

A Etudent)
> B staff) We hewe been flvfang of some lind of corfirmimgfinction . if will be

1__—_—ﬂ'mpiememedm awltle when I can find the fime. However, you oo for gt
about the brass band )

Figure 2: Learning technology thread
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. thaink the debate has becowe to wich one-sided and [ must admitthat [ don't agree with
the harsh eritigue that has been presented. [ am especially bored with the “hitching 7.-) tone
in the copplains about the choice of computer platiorm and saftware. [ have prior experience
of university studies and [ can assure you that [ have never experienced a department that

/ could afford to lwep up with the latest hardware & software-releases ..

A (student) Agrees with A that the debats is one-sided, but claims that the
computer standard at the distance communities are much worse than
Aﬁ on catmpusin U ddevalla,
# B{pseudonym)

.. [ completely agres with A
a——And Ilmow at least 2 comparies that still works with win 3.1 1. And pleass, there
are very jew things that are hlack or white in this world, so stop nagging.

¥

C(student)

¥

D (pseudonym) -—

Agrees withB and disagrees with T on choice of harwarefsoftware

Figure 3: Debate climate thread

5. UNDERSTANDING THE DISCURSIVE EVALUATION

The results reveal a durable phenomenon, where student voluntarily initiates and commits themselves to
evaluative discussions. This section will discuss this phenomenon focusing on the following questions: What
are the key elements that motivate students to participate in the discursive evaluation? What are the strengths
and weaknesses of using threaded discussion forums for evaluative purposes? and how do the properties of
the application itself affect the outcome?

5.1. Community

A growing body of literature focuses on trying to understand the nature of what is often referred to as a
virtual community [e.g. Rheingold, 1993] or an online discourse [Erickson, 1997]. Most scholars agree that
the notion of critical mass is important in order for durable communities to evolve, [Bradner et al. 1999] This
refers to the fact that discussions tend to decline and vanish if the rate of visitors and new entries are to low.

Agren [1999] argues that an important motivator, besides learning and interest in the topic is the acquiring of
social capital that comes from active participation in the discussions. In this case, it is merely possible to
speculate regarding to what extent such a generic motivator contributed. Ackerman and Starr [1995]
highlights how awareness of the activities of other community members can be valuable for members of a
geographically dispersed community. In the context of the case reported in this paper, this could be
interpreted as a collective interest in being aware of the conditions on the other (remote) sites. The discussion
forum then serves as an arena for sharing experiences, expectations and frustration throughout the
community. Hara and Kling [1999] explore the issue of student frustration, concluding that this is a major
problem in distance education. In a case study of a North American DE-project, they identify three sources
of frustration: technology failure, lack of prompt feedback and ambiguous instructions, all of which are
topics discussed at various times in this study. Viewing the discursive evaluation from the perspective of
frustration, it seems as though engaging in discussion concerning the issues that are frustrating to the
individual can help in reducing the frustration. This can be accomplished in several ways, for instance,
clearing misunderstandings, finding out that others are experiencing the same, etc.

5.2. Evaluation

It is important to emphasize that the opinions expressed by students on the discussion-boards cannot be
uncritically regarded as being representative for the whole learning community. Hall [1997] and Wheeler
[1997] argue that studying computer-conference interaction can be biased by the fact that students tend to
participate in the debate to a varying extent. Hall claims that technology-friendly students are quicker in
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adopting the media and will therefore be over-represented. Issues such as fear for lack of anonymity and
reluctance to express ones opinion in writing could imply that some students hesitate to participate in the
debate. Furthermore the familiar and ‘talk-like’ language generally reported to be a characteristic of text
based computer-interaction, [Sproull & Kiesler 1991], could enhance the wish to express written opinions
compared to other evaluation techniques like open-ended questionnaires.

Regardless of whether the debate reflects a representative image of student attitudes or not, one can question
the evaluative effect of such a study. Draper et alt. [1996] declares that any evaluation designed to
monitoring students’ attitudes is weak with respect to the evaluation of educational effect, since what is
measured is rely students’ experience compared to their expectations. They argue that the validity of such
evaluations is particularly low when it comes to students’ expectations of Computer Aided Learning, since
these educational settings are not familiar and well established for the students. Still they acknowledge
attitude measurements to be an important tool for teachers wanting to respond and manage these attitudes.
Especially in a distance educational setting when students and teachers seldom meet face-to-face, it can be
difficult to keep track of students’ attitudes [Hall 1997].

However, the debate board is very well suited for both discovering these perhaps diverse expectations and
even challenge and discuss them. In fact the debate could serve as a mean for smoothing out these
differences. Hall [1997] reaches a similar conclusion. She says that using the content of a computer-
conference for evaluative purposes could be prosperous when wanting to find personal, subjective opinions
among students. The illuminating qualities of the discourse could serve as a complement to a more
summative post-course questionnaire. Such questionnaires are perhaps more valid in terms of representing
the attitudes of the whole community, but often suffer from short comments without elaborated explanations
on complaints and suggestions.

Another aspect that could be argued to add to the evaluative quality of the discussion board is the fact that
students are probably less likely to perceive such a forum as an instrument of evaluation, thereby avoiding
some of the bias that characterises other more formal evaluative efforts. When a situation is identified as an
evaluation, through for instance promises of anonymity, the students are likely to enter a role,[Goffman,
1969], where the existing power-relations between them and the teacher(s) affect what is and what is not
said.

5.3.  Application

There are several important properties of the debate board itself, which can separately as well as collectively
contribute to the way it used. In addition to these qualities there are of course also other essential factors of
the learning context that will effect the outcome.

The debate is Public,

The fact that all entries can be read by everyone in the community serves at least three essential purposes.
Firstly, the risk of minority-opinions being overestimated is reduced since such entries is likely to be
contradicted by others. Secondly it makes it more interesting for students to express an opinion when they
know that it will be read by more people than the teacher. This can be a strong implication for change. For
example, when a student from one of the communities entered a complaint on bad service from local
facilitator, a student from another community responded with saluting the perfect conditions on his site. The
next entry (a day later) was from the first student reporting on a fast recovery. A third feature related to the
public nature of the board is its social functions. The existence of the Smalltalk genre [Svensson 1998] points
to the fact that debaters use the board for social purposes. It can not be ruled out that an evaluative entry to
the board is more of a social action, than an actual wish to give feedback.

Auto-Structuring,

The Debate Board was originally intended as a place were students could discuss issues related to the content
of the course but there were no attempts made to regulate or moderate the use in any way. The result of this
study indicates a drift towards a more social and evaluative use. This kind of technology drifting is common
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when IT is used for collaborative purposes [Ciborra 1996]. There is of course no guarantee that students will
use the debate board for evaluation, but if they chose to do so the entries are automatically sorted into
threads, making topic-oriented analysis easier for an evaluator or teacher. If the debate is regulated (i.e.
suggested topics for discussion) the threads can still provide good structure with respect to sub-issues.
However if the regulation is too strict, there is a risk of loosing the discursive structure supported by the
threads. At a point it will become arbitrary whether a new entry should start a new thread or add to an
existing one.

Asynchronous,

Laurillard [1993] argues that the asynchronous nature of discursive media can contribute to students making
entries more carefully thought trough and ‘well formulated’, reducing the risk for misunderstandings in
analysing the content. Draper [1997a] argues that reflecting on ones own writing, is a form of “self-feedback’
that promotes learning. In the same way, taking time to reflect on other debater’s viewpoints can induce a
similar intellectual process.

and Continuous

Draper et al [1996] says that an important constraint in evaluation is not to overload students. On the debate
board they only express their opinion when they want to do so. This is not the case in traditional post-course
evaluations where many issues worth giving comments on are long since forgotten. Furthermore, it reduces
the risk for students to think "Why should | bother to comment on this, when it's already to late for me to
benefit from the impact of my viewpoints?". The possibility that suggested changes could be implemented
and reported errors could be dealt with is likely to enhance students’ willingness to give constructive
feedback.

5. CONCLUSION

The paper has identified and discussed three major aspects regarding the use of a discursive media as forum
for educational evaluation.

(i) The discussion serves the purpose of supporting the creation of an on-line community of students and
teachers where attitudes, expectations and opinions can be shared and discussed. The results reveals how
such shared experiences regarding for instance the students’ frustration and satisfaction are frequent topics
for discussion. The existence of a meta—discussion on shared norms for the evaluative debate is also evidence
of an online community.

(if) The forum proved to be an interesting instrument of evaluation, with characteristics that complements
traditional methods of evaluation. The results from the case study show discussions in many course-related
topics, rich on constructive suggestions and argumentation. This feedback constitutes valuable input for
teachers, but perhaps even more important, it makes it possible to challenge and influence students’ attitudes
and expectations. Especially in distance educational settings, where students and teachers seldom meet in
person, it is important to identify ways of picking up sentiments and sources of irritation. A discursive media
like the discussion board presented in this paper should not be perceived as a formal instrument for
objectively evaluating a learning context. On the contrary, it is a forum for conversations and discussions for
the learning community of students and teachers, perhaps to some extent compensating the loss of informal
communication-channels of the campus based education.

(iii) Finally the functionality and design-characteristics of the application itself was argued to influence the
nature of the discourse, thereby affecting both processes of community building and the educational
evaluation. The continuos, public, asynchronous, and auto-structuring nature of the media are all presented
as key characteristics. The results also suggest that the graphical interface might impact aspects such as
lifetime of a discussion thread.

The explorative nature of the study, and the fact that the conclusions are based on one single case, implies
that further research will be needed in order to strengthen the claims and help addressing questions not
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thoroughly explored in this paper. For instance, could similar outcome be achieved using other types of
communication technology, (e.g. synchronous and or audio-visual media)? How would the discussion be
affected by stronger moderation? In what ways and to what extent would a redesign of the application
influence the discursive evaluation?
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