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Abstract The study analyzes evidence of how online gradu-
ate students perceive antecedents to productive online discus-
sion posts and exchanges. It seeks to document how graduate
students perceive good and bad discussions (both face-to-face
and online). Through descriptive qualitative analysis we con-
sider how graduate students describe online productive social
interactions. Graduate student data provide potential elements
and Brules^ for discussion posts and group work that promote
higher-order cognitive skills. As one graduate student suc-
cinctly offered, BI enjoyed reading my classmates’ lists, espe-
cially because it was so informative to learn what characteris-
tics my classmates find most important in regards to discus-
sions. This information will help me in how I approach our
group work and discussion throughout this class. I was happy
for the opportunity to use everyone’s wonderful posts in order
to expand, elaborate, and clarify my own thoughts.^

Keywords Collaborative learning . Cooperative learning .

Social presence . Online learning

Introduction

Internet-based technologies are cited as the most widely used
technology for instructional delivery of online courses with

other media (e.g., videos, audios, email correspondence,
etc.). Yet, in still too many asynchronous learning environ-
ments, students are more likely than not to experience a lack
of interaction with peers and instructors; there are challenges
to develop positive relationships through collaborative efforts
(e.g., Asterhan 2015; Parsad and Lewis 2008). Goodyear et al.
(2014) contended, BIt is not enough for a student to be allo-
cated some group work, or for them to have access to some
supportive technology. Rather, the situation in which they find
themselves needs to provoke certain kinds of productive so-
cial interactions^ (p. 441). Themore recent scholarly literature
endorses the notion that research is needed to continue to
understand the development, understanding, and elements of
successful online teaching and learning (e.g., Fontaine and
Chun 2010; Mardis et al. 2014; Means et al. 2014; Oliver
2014). Kuhn (2015) urged that Bthe collaborative component
of the activity needs to be clearly distinguished and its role
evaluated^ (p. 50) and Bknowing as much as possible about
the patterns of such development is a critical resource in de-
signing and evaluating interventions^ (p. 50). Considering
online dialogues, Asterhan (2015) affirmed that Bmore empir-
ical research is needed to tease apart when, how, and for whom
online discussion activities promote the development of dia-
logic competencies^ (pp. 209–210).

In this study, we use graduate student generated data to
uncover what they think online productive social interactions
are. We demonstrate how graduate students share and develop
elements or Brules^ for discussion posts that promote collab-
orative group work (e.g., Goodyear et al. 2014; Johnson and
Johnson 2008). Graduate students’ backgrounds and experi-
ences are tapped to examine antecedents promoting academic
dialogue interactions in an online learning environment that
emphasize application, analysis, synthesis, evaluation, and
creation of course content (e.g., Bloom et al. 1956;
Anderson et al. 2001; Resnick et al. 2015)
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We first examine the literature concerning theoretical and
practical insights afforded by the scholarly community follow-
ed by research questions. Second, we consider methodology
issues concerning participants, online instructional and re-
search context, and data analysis. Third, we present findings
and finally implications for practice and theory are discussed.

Theoretical and Literature Review

We situate our study within the conceptual and empirical
framework of collaborative learning. To further inform the
study’s foundation, we examine the literature concerning core
elements regarding online collaborative learning environ-
ments and processes. We synthesize and report the empirical
evidence comprising online interactions, online learning con-
texts and communities, and online social presence,
respectively.

Collaborative Learning

Increased involvement with online higher education programs
enhances discussion about quality online learning and teach-
ing. It is vital to create learning environments that support
students’ active learning, reduce feelings of isolation, and in-
crease interactions among students, especially given online
learning’s uniqueness where students reside in diverse geo-
graphical locations. Collaborative (i.e., cooperative) learning
promotes students’ higher achievement and productivity, de-
velops improved quality of relationships among peers, and
increases social competencies, among various pedagogical
approaches (Johnson and Johnson 2008). Moreover, students
involved in collaborative interactions and learning offer more
elaborative help and guidance to others. Also, they handle
complex thinking and problem-solving better than the stu-
dents whose teachers do not use a collaborative approach in
teaching (Gillies 2015). Collaborative learning engages stu-
dents in Ba process of shared creation: two or more individuals
with complementary skills interacting to create a shared un-
derstanding that none had previously processed or could have
come to on their own^ (Schrage 1990, p.40). It also allows
students to Bjointly clarify their reasoning process and con-
struct common meaning primarily through dialogical
discourses^ (Rose 2002, p.6). A collaborative learning envi-
ronment facilitates students’ idea sharing, exchanges of feed-
back, and explorations of unknowns with each other (Damon
and Phelps 1989). Collaborative learning that is grounded in
social constructivism provides learners’ opportunities for
meaningful interactions, constructive dialogues, and connect-
ed discourses to make meaning and fashion knowledge with
each other (Vygotsky 1978).

Promoting collaborative (i.e., cooperative) activity hinges
on numerous contributing factors, such as the structure of the
exercise, students’ perceptions toward interactions,
affordances of the adopted technologies, etc. (Hathorn and
Ingram 2002; Hooper and Hannafin 1991). Existing research
supports the general effectiveness of collaborative learning
(Kalaian and Kasim 2014; Slavin 1995); nonetheless,
challenges and roadblocks remain, possibly hindering
impact. Ocker and Yaverbaum (1999) reported that even
though learning effectiveness (i.e., quality of solution, content,
and satisfaction with solution quality) between asynchronous
collaboration and face-to-face collaboration is seemingly quite
similar, students were particularly discontent about the quality
of discussions and group processes in asynchronous online
modes. Students’ dissatisfaction with online interactions con-
tinues to press scholars to improve learners’ online collabora-
tion experiences.

Interactions

The core of collaborative learning is rooted in the quantity and
quality of participants’ interactions. An abundance of recom-
mendations is studied and proposed with the literature to en-
rich learners’ interactions at various educational levels (e.g.,
primary, secondary, tertiary); we include various levels in the
literature review due to the sporadic number of studies on all
levels. Graham and Misanchuk (2004) organized various rec-
ommendations into three general areas: group size and group
compositions, learning task design and task requirements, as
well as development of social skills and establishment of
group norms. For example, Dewiyanti et al. (2007) observed
that students assigned to small groups performed better than
those assigned to large groups and thus they advised to keep
the size of the group to a small number of participants. Tutty
and Klein (2008) investigated students’ interaction patterns
for different types of tasks and concluded that students’ inter-
actions for solving ill-structured problems in online collabo-
ration environments are richer than those in the face-to-face
collaboration settings. Saritas (2008) suggested that instruc-
tors promoting students’ higher-order thinking skills and co-
creating knowledge should place a set of rules to hold individ-
uals accountable, including assignment requirements, respec-
tive due dates for discussion posts, discussion topics, and
expected length and quality of the discussion posts.
Wegmann and McCauley (2014) proposed similar sugges-
tions on sharing explicit expectations with students, specifi-
cally providing detailed rubrics and guiding students to use
what they term a 3R (respond, react, and reply) format when
interacting with fellow students. These various proposed strat-
egies and guidelines help students produce a final product;
nonetheless, they do not naturally bring about students’ level
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of interactions to meet instructors’ expectations (Paulus
2005).

Lowes’ (2014) investigation of high school students’ on-
line asynchronous group work revealed little collaboration
among participants with students finding ways to split their
work. For example, high school students learning economics
submitted word documents that displayed evidence of their
division of labor. High school psychology students similarly
divided their work by discussing logistics in their discussion
forums and authoring their slides individually. In many cases,
clear descriptions of assignment requirements and careful de-
sign of the tasks did not result in the kind of learning commu-
nities where students critically and constructively engaged in
peers’ ideas and meaning-making processes. Discouragingly,
many students overlooked the potential of learning with or
from each other but rather focused on splitting the work to
complete the assigned task. Lowes suggested that students
needed a more appropriate grasp of what collaborative inter-
actions look like while also recommending very clear instruc-
tions about collaborative activity be given up front.

Learning Context and Community

Helping students to understand and feel that they are part of
the learning community is another among many keys to facil-
itate social interactions in collaborative learning environments
(Bernard et al. 2000). Fontaine and Chun (2010) argued the
significant role of metacommunication, which facilitates
group members Bbuilding a context of shared experience,
expanding interpersonal familiarity and relationships, reduc-
ing conflict, providing support and encouragement—and
sometimes humor and perspective^ (p. 47). Additionally,
Drouin (2008) corroborated that the use of asynchronous dis-
cussion boards can foster students’ sense of community in an
online course. Her study found that students relate their sense
of community to their satisfactions of the interactions in the
course, particularly with fellow students. In the same vein,
Johnson and Johnson (2008) contended that it is essential for
participating members to demonstrate social presence espe-
cially in an electronic communication environment, which
they describe as Bthe ability to project one’s self and establish
personal and purposeful relationships or the sense of being
with another^ (Biocca 2003)^ (Johnson and Johnson 2008,
p. 411). Nevertheless, McInnerney and Roberts (2004) writing
about online teaching and learning warned that learners could
experience disappointments about interactions with peers and
instructors in an online setting. Such frustrations could result
from the absence of social cues and the lack of participants’
social presence using computers-mediated communications
tools. The reduced social cues leads to lower social presence
and thus results in diminished sense of community (Rovai
2002).

Social Presence

Avariety of commentaries and research in the early part of the
twenty-first century revealed increasing support fostering a
sense of community in online environments by promoting
learners’ social presence. Persons within online communities
can assist learning processes by developing a communal sense
among participants and decrease isolation (McInnerney and
Roberts 2004). Morgan et al. (2009) identified six themes
through qualitative analysis that included respect, ‘be nice,’
follow the rule/follow the leader, communication is key, de-
fine roles and expectations, and desired characteristics of
group members. They concluded with strategies for
supporting students in an online environment that they feel
enhanced social online task development. Johnson and
Johnson (2008) enlisted social interaction, self-disclosure,
graphic representations of facial expressions, icebreakers or
discussion starters, and development of group identity as
ways to encourage social presence. McInnerney and Roberts
(2004) suggested three protocols to assist social interaction
online. These included the use of synchronous communica-
tion, the introduction of a forming stage, and adherence to
what they term effective communication guidelines. Most
recently, Woolley et al. (2015) found smarter teams, using
either face-to-face or online means, demonstrated frequent
communications, equal contributions and participations, and
good emotion-reading skills (Engel et al. 2014; Woolley et al.
2015).

Tseng et al. (2009) highlighted organization practices and
teammates’ trust as two pivotal factors most effective in
explaining satisfaction with teamwork online collaboration.
Revisiting Morgan et al. (2009), they stressed the importance
of social tasks to the online group processes. They further
identified building supportive and trusting relationships with-
in the group along with other tasks (e.g., making oneself
known, forming an identity within the group, and communi-
cating with appropriate etiquette) have positive impact on on-
line group processes. Additionally, Hasler-Waters and Napier
(2002) offered five elements for effective online collaboration
that included receiving support, getting acquainted, establish-
ing communication, building trust, and getting organized.
They wrote about building trust that supported and/or ac-
knowledged social presence and their other elements:

A virtual environment brings various cultures together
which means that team members often have different
values. Individuals can usually foster trust among their
virtual teammates by being respectful, acting with integ-
rity, committing themselves to team goals and replying
to all communications in a timely manner. In all com-
munications, team members should strive to be open
and honest as possible; they should take on responsibil-
ities for tasks and make sure to follow through on
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assignments and promises. (Hasler-Waters and Napier
2002, p. 349)

Across these various scholarly pieces, critical themes in-
cluded collaborative learning, interactions, learning context,
and social presence that acknowledged effective communica-
tions and trust building, among others that seemingly increase
students’ sense of community online. Still, very few studies
explored how students necessarily interpreted and implement-
ed these and other such ideas and recommendations.
Therefore, our research questions include: (1) What do grad-
uate students perceive to be good and bad discussions from
previous worldly experiences and classes (both face-to-face
and online)? (2) What do graduate students consider relevant
to discussion board posts?

Methodology

Online Instructional and Research Context

We are the professor and instructional designer of a fully on-
line graduate course in an online bilingual language education
program at a southwestern university in the USA. Students are
initially asked to participate in an online course icebreaker to
promote and encourage online course presence and dialogue
(Brookfield 1995, see Fig. 1). We were interested in
documenting the course posts and interactions concerning
the initial icebreaker activity because of what we saw as

students interacting more completely and with interest during
both the icebreaker task and subsequent discussion board and
group work activities following the icebreaker. We wanted to
understand how students were describing their experiences
with discussions, both online and face-to-face.

Participants

The participants were enrolled in a seven and half weeks
asynchronous online course (i.e., three graduate credit hours).
The graduate students (18 female and 8 male [N = 26]) ranged
in age between 23 and 45. They were from three cohorts of the
course (2013 Spring [7 participants/15 enrolled students],
2013 Fall [9/14], and 2014 Spring [10/14]), representing
60.5% of the total students enrolled. They previously attended
22 universities with 14 Bachelor of Arts degrees, six Bachelor
of Science degrees, one Bachelor’s, one Post Bachelor of Arts,
three Master of Arts, and one Master’s (see Table 1 for further
information). Students were recruited to participate in our
study at the beginning of the semester and their information
was de-identified prior to our data analysis.

Descriptive Data Analysis and Presentation: Grounded
Theory and Discourse Analysis

We tap into tendencies of grounded theory (Corbin and
Strauss 2008; Glaser and Strauss 1967; Silverman 2006;
Strauss and Corbin 1997), descriptive discourse analysis
(Strauss and Feiz 2013; Stubbs 1983), and qualitative and

Fig. 1 Icebreaker activity instruction
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triangulation elements (Krathwohl 1993, 2009; Mathison
1988) that help provide rich, thick, and focused description
of students’ online posts about good and bad discussions. The
closer one is with data use (and data presentation), the more
valid and reliable (i.e., trustworthy) data are (Corbin and
Strauss 2008; Glaser and Strauss 1967; Stubbs 1983).We only
utilized the posts of students permitting their work to be used
in the study; therefore, it was impossible to display the online
discourse in the manner it appeared on a learningmanagement
system (LMS). The data from the participants’ in the three
cohorts were analyzed and melded to form a unifying presen-
tation for this manuscript. The data portray the essence found
across the three cohorts; yet, we are quick to acknowledge that
the participants within each cohort related to each other’s
posts and constructed online interactions while processing
the icebreaker activity. Heeding Corbin and Strauss’ (2008)
advice, we also emphasize that techniques and procedures are
not directives but tools. We agree that researchers should be
alert to following a set of procedures that allow for a fluid and
dynamic nature of qualitative analysis and that BThe analytic
process, like any thinking process, should be relaxed, flexible,
and driven by insight gained through interaction with data
rather than being overly structured and based only on
procedures^ (Corbin and Strauss 2008, pp. 12–13).

All icebreaker posts were read and re-read, assisting with a
constant comparative method analysis (Strauss and Corbin
1997). It was then determined to focus on the posts in Step 4
(see Fig. 1), where students had read and combined ideas from
the Bgood^ and Bbad^ posts. Following Dooley et al. (2011),
we initially used the tool BWordle.net^ to create a BWordle
word cloud.^ The BWordle.net^mechanism differentiates font
size based on word frequency and then the BWordle word
clouds represent more frequent categories in larger font, less
frequent in smaller font^ (p. 307). Wordle’s are used both in
practice (e.g., Miley and Read 2011; Ramsden and Bate 2008)
and research in the humanities and social sciences (e.g.,
Clement et al. 2008; Dann 2008; McNaught and Lam 2010,
Viegas et al. 2009). Initially, the students’ posts from Step 4
were copied and pasted into a document that was used for
BWordle.net.^ The major words in larger font (i.e., more
frequent categories) in the first BWordle cloud^ were
discussion, discussions, good, and bad. It was then
determined that just having all the words in the posts
counted was not going to get to the elements students found
to promote good and bad discussions. Each post was then re-
read with a focus to consider the information structure and
cohesion (see Strauss and Feiz 2014, pp. 138–174) and iden-
tify how the students wrote about and described good and bad
discussions. Using online data assisted greatly in this part of
the analysis as many students had bullet pointed, underlined,
italicized, and/or highlighted in a larger font the elements they
provided in their discussion post (e.g., Collaboration,
Respect, Open-Minded *Preparation,). These mechanisms

allowed lists of elements to be compiled for each participant.
Once all lists were completed, they were double-checked,
placed in one word file, copied, and pasted into the BWordle.
net^ mechanism. Two BWordle clouds^ (i.e., elements)
provided a heuristic for good and bad conversations. These
collages highlighted the terms participants from three cohorts
found to be salient for promoting (or not) online discussions.

Once the Wordle documents were created, each student
post was recursively scanned again for the specific terms
and their definitions and/or explanations (respect, listen, pre-
pare, engage, collaborate, disrespect, unprepared, dominate,
etc.). This allowed for triangulation across the data of each
student, highlighting the nuance and subtlety of how
students wrote about their good and bad discussion
attributes. It was during this time that attention was being
focused on what Corbin and Strauss (2008) described as
Bprocess^: BProcess demonstrates an individual’s, organiza-
tion’s, and group’s ability to give meaning to and respond to
problems and/or shape the situations that they find themselves
to be in through sequences of action/interaction, taking into
account their readings of the situations and emotional re-
sponses to them^ (pp. 11–12). Some of the questions utilized
in the analysis included: What is going on here? What are the
problems or situations as defined by participants? Are inter/
actions/emotions aligned or misaligned? What conditions/
activities connect one sequence of events to another?
(Corbin and Strauss 2008). We carefully and cautiously began
with students’ words and then developed clarifications and
explanations with what and how the students clarified their
understandings in their posts for the data presentation. This
offered glimpses of embodied perspectives of students’
(developing) acts of knowing (e.g., Corbin and Strauss
2008), or students participating in a constructivism activity.
By adhering closely in the analysis and presentation to the
student’s written work, we sought to capture what Corbin
and Strauss (2008) described as stepping Bbeyond the known
and enter into the world of participants, to see the world from
their perspective and in doing so make discoveries that will
contribute to the development of empirical knowledge^ (pp.
16–17).

Corbin and Strauss (2008) acknowledged the elusiveness
of the term process and pointed out that process is as difficult
to capture in data analysis and presentation. Nonetheless, by
focusing our attention on honoring the students’ voices
(Alcoff 1991; Elbaz 1991; Kleinsasser and Liu 2013) and to
the extent possible provide their written words and the manner
their interactions with the icebreaker posts (i.e., their col-
leagues) provided nuanced relationships and understandings,
we sought to craft the students’ commentary to give an idea as
to how students represented these terms. We took seriously
Josselson’s (2007) admonishment to Bwrite about other people
with great respect and appropriate tentativeness and that we
recognize that what we write may be read by the personwe are
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writing about^ (p. 553). We further attended to Metz’ (2000)
direction to Blook for underlying coherence^ that might
Bcapture complexity and contradictions within the setting^
(p. 66). This alerted us to carefully reflect on potential
disjunctions between our own and participants’ perspectives
within the descriptive data analysis and presentation.
Additionally, we heeded Krathwohl’s (1993) sage advice
when he wrote: BWriting enforces a discipline that helps
articulate half-formed ideas. Something happens between the
formation of an idea and its appearance on paper, a latency
that somehow results in the clarification and untangling of our
thinking^ (p. 81).

We acknowledge the potential tension in using coursework
as data (e.g., Bullough 2015; Gill and Fives 2015). We attend
to such tension by recognizing the educational experiences of
our students in completing and being given points for their
icebreaker activity, reporting the data in a manner that appro-
priately and adequately represents students’ voices (e.g.,
Alcoff 1991; Elbaz 1991). Yet, we readily acknowledge our

role in the research process and take responsibility for what is
written. As Josselson (2007) reminded, BFrom this point of
view, the report is not Babout^ the participants but Babout^ the
researcher’s meaning making^ (p. 549). Moreover, the de-
scriptive qualitative procedures utilized in data analysis and
presentation further encourage readers to participate in a con-
structivist, formative manner and bring their perspectives to
contemplate and interact with how students’ data consider
antecedents to online discussions.

Findings

Student C offers insight into the two figures that contain the
participants’ ideas concerning good and bad discussions.

This assignment was wonderfully illuminating. Even
without having one to one contact with them, I gained
a great deal of insight about my classmates and myself

Table 1 Participants’
background information Participant Gender Age Highest degree Undergrad major

Aa F 23 Bachelor of Arts Early childhood education

Ba F 32 Post Bachelor of Arts English literature

Ca F n/a Bachelor of Arts Art history & museum studies

Da M 37 Bachelor of Science Business admin, marketing

Ea M 38 Master’s CIS

Fa M 34 Bachelor of Arts Elementary education

Ga M 30 Bachelor of Arts History

Hb F 45 Bachelor of Arts English

Ib M 32 Master of Arts English literature

Jb F 24 Bachelor of Science Early childhood education

Kb F 30 Bachelor of Science Elementary education

Lb F 31 Master of Arts Secondary education

Mb F 30 Bachelor of Science Human services

Nb F 27 BA Math for secondary education

Ob F 26 Bachelor of Arts Elementary education, ESL

Pb F 25 Bachelor Education

Qc F 27 Bachelor of Science English education

Rc F 25 Bachelor of Arts Elementary education

Sc F 45 BA Russian language

Tc M 25 Bachelor of Arts Elementary education

Uc F 28 Bachelor of Science Elementary education

Vc F 32 Bachelor of Arts Early childhood education

Wc F 31 BA Modern languages

Xc M 25 Bachelor of Arts Psychology

Yc M 33 Master of Arts Speech and hearing science

Zc F 28 Bachelor of Arts French, Spanish: secondary education

a Spring 2013
b Fall 2013
c Spring 2014
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as well. The most common characteristics in a large
amount of posts was respect, in good discussions, and
disrespect, in bad ones. We mostly expect to get and
give respect to one another as a basic component of
our discussions. (c)

The elements displayed in Figs. 2 and 3 are not mutually
exclusive and as the presentation unfolds, we acknowledge
the potential for numerous pathways. Nonetheless, we attempt
to give a taste of students’ insights as their combined discus-
sion posts contribute their elements of good and bad conver-
sations, respectively. The use of BWordle Clouds^ keeps focus
on variation, nuance, and subtlety—not necessarily focusing
on lists of elements to be memorized, but elements to be ne-
gotiated, elements that students are forming and constructing
to be further understood and developed, individually and
collectively.

Characteristics of Good Discussions

Respect Student J, as many in their initial posts for the Bgood^
discussion board, just writes the word, BRespect^ (j) and
Students H and E offer BRespect others’ viewpoints^ (h) and
BWe should respect everybody’s point of view^ (e). While
other students add a bit more explanation: BBeing respectful/
nonjudgmental of people’s comments and opinions^ (k),
BMutual respect of ideas and opinions. Maintains

understanding that no two people are the same, all walks of
life do not have the same opinions… Respect all!^ (m), and
BWe need to have a respectful manner and use appropriate
language – In this situation, we need to keep in mind that
we are in academia^ (i).

Student B proffers: BRespect encourages healthy debate
and dynamic discussions in which multiple perspectives can
be explored^ and further clarifies that:

This characteristic is an essential component of all con-
versations, but is especially important when topics are
controversial or cover culturally sensitive issues. When
discussion participants keep respect at the forefront, au-
thentic conversations can take place where tough ques-
tions can be posed, debated, and analyzed. As educators,
we are well aware that while disrespect impedes the
learning process, respect is the foundation of learning
communities that are empowered to work towards com-
mon goals. (b)
Student D echoes similar sentiments about respect and
openness:

Group members can freely express diverse opinions and
respectfully disagree. Spirited debates exist, but at the
end of the discussion, members acknowledge that there
may be no right answer, even when participants may
feel very strongly about the topic. Often times,

Fig. 2 Characteristics of good discussions
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respectfully disagreeing is an important aspect of shap-
ing minds and viewpoints. (d)

Some students mention the salience of reading their col-
leagues initial posts to further clarify their input and under-
standing. For instance,

Respect Leads to a Professional Environment: I think
[Student Name] said it best when she mentioned,
BWhen discussion participants keep respect at the fore-
front, authentic conversations can take place where
tough questions can be posed, debated, and analyzed.^
By building an environment that emphasizes mutual re-
spect for all participants, we promote real discussion. (g)

To understand possible facets of respect, elements of stu-
dents’ ideas concerning listen, prepare, engage are reviewed
next. These active verbs elicit students’ insights and expecta-
tions for discussions, online and face-to-face. Then the ele-
ment of collaborate is developed through these students’ posts
along with the relevant elements of thinking critically, being
open-minded, and topical that enhance discussions, individu-
ally and collectively.

ListenActive and engaged listening helps explain how listen-
ing enhances good discussions. Listening also seems to in-
clude understandings, especially with online discussions and
participating in group work.

Active listening was also mentioned numerous times
throughout the discussion posts. This was a something
that I had included in my post. Listening goes hand in

hand with participating. These characteristics will help
me be prepared for the team work that we need to do in
order to be successful in this course. (r)

[Engaged] listening really requires one to show that they
are following the conversation and adequately prepared.
Respecting others opinions and listening to determine
what applies to your teaching situation provides you
with the opportunity to become much more involved
in a conversation. (a)

Clarifications of listening include Student E writing: BWe
all should listen and read the posts of every single person to be
productive in the discussion^ (e). Student X incorporates lis-
tening and learning: BParticipants can listen to and relate or
learn through what other members add to the discussion^ (x);
Student I encourages promotion of continuing discussions by
promoting inquiry and inspiration: BAllow and encourage ev-
eryone to share his or her ideas, respond with your comments
or even ask some thoughtful questions, and then inspire each
other. You might even want to say, ‘That is a wonderful idea.
Thanks for sharing’^ (i).

Prepare Students highlight the salience of preparation.
Student D suggests,

Members are prepared for the conversation or discus-
sion, which ensures more depth, variety, and genuine
ideas. All these factors contribute to a meaningful dis-
cussion. Viewpoints shared by prepared participants are
more substantive and interesting and will also make
sense to the other participants. (d)

Fig. 3 Characteristics of bad
discussions
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While Student G declares that good preparation pro-
motes better outcomes,

If a discussion is prepared correctly, students or
participants can use the information and skills
learned to effectively make a decision or produce
an outcome. It’s especially important for a facilita-
tor to take students or participants step by step to
ensure that they are discussing in a meaningful
way. I believe it’s important to have a Btake away^
from each discussion. Even if a participant or stu-
dent cannot come to a final decision, at least they
engaged in a discussion that was rich in content
and analytical. (g)

Preparation means understanding, participating, and
providing substance to discussion topics: BUnderstand
the topic of discussion – think and organize your ideas
before stating^ (i), BHaving an understanding of the
material that we are working on makes a conversation
much more engaging and beneficial^ (a), BIn a good
conversation, everyone involved participates in both
speaking and listening (for understanding, not just
response)^ (n), and BIt makes sense that most of us
go into discussions with a certain amount of knowledge
of whatever the subject may be^ (c). Student L reminds
about participation equity: Bparticipants’ choices of
when and how to participate are equally legitimate^ (l).

In summary, Student B nicely connects preparation with
professionalism, highlighting a potential relationship with
how preparation supports professionalism (along with other
elements already mentioned):

& Prepared participants are better able to engage in substan-
tive discussions that involve in-depth analysis through
critical thinking.

& Professional discussions allow for diverse points of view.
It is certainly okay to disagree with what is said, but it
must be done in a diplomatic manner in order for the
discussion to prosper. Professional discussion participants
are able to support their statements with evidence from
class research and readings, and professional experiences.
(b)

Engage Engage begins with students offering BEngaging
with participants^ (p) and BEngage every member to
participate in the discussion^ (h). As Student F de-
scribes: BWhen all of the individuals involved in a con-
versation are actively engaged, it adds a great deal of
energy to the dialogue. This makes the conversation
more enjoyable and meaningful^ (f). Student W further
clarifies:

Not only the actions, but also the approach of members
to a conversation will determine its success. If people
can somehow relate to the topic (i.e. through personal
experience, previous study, etc.), it will have more of an
impact and probably be more enjoyable. Finding ways
to connect with other members of the discussion is also
important. (w)

Students consider time and questions as part and par-
tial of engaging. Time for students to engage is men-
tioned (along with other elements): BEnough time is
allotted to where the majority of participants have a
good understanding of the topic(s) addressed during
the discussion^ (x), and B[D]issonance is embraced (so
long as it is respectful) and seen as a way of exploring
ideas and widening par t i c ipant s ’ worldviews .
[P]articipants’ choices of when and how to participate
are equally legitimate^ (l). Questions also assist students
to engage: BI feel that people who are in a discussion
should ask questions to the rest of the speakers.
Questions that are open ended and involve somewhat
detailed answers regarding participators’ thoughts and
feelings about the topic^ (t), BIn good discussions the
participants are active and involved, asking questions,
participating and contributing while in bad discussions
the participants are distracted, inactive and/or silent^ (s),
and Basking ‘good’ questions, especially open-ended
ones helps focus the conversation and allows more dia-
logue between both speakers. It also helps to clarify any
misunderstandings and will give more positive rein-
forcement to the speaker that you are actually listening
and involved in what is being said or discussed^ (q).

Collaborate BCollaboration^ (j) means BAll members active-
ly participate in the discussion in a productive manner^ (h).
More often than not, students discussed collaboration
highlighting various elements (listen, prepare, engage, etc.)
working together promoting collaborative discussion. For in-
stance, Student L summarizes how collaboration engenders
interactions among various characteristics and promotes good
conversations. Student L further offers elements regarding the
(online) learning environment that can be set up by the instruc-
tor and the instructional designer (e.g., conversation topic,
LMS) and concerning how participants might act to form
and generate discussions (e.g., respectful language, embrace
dissonance, participate). As Student L synthesized various
elements and issues:

& the conversation topic is thought-provoking and of interest
to or personally relevant to conversation participants

& respectful language and body language are used by all
participants [if podcasts are used, body language becomes
even more important]
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& the physical environment is set up to encourage collabo-
ration (i.e., participants in a circle or cluster rather than
rows [for online learning, in smaller groups rather than
whole class])

& dissonance is embraced (so long as it is respectful) and
seen as a way of exploring ideas and widening partici-
pants’ worldviews

& participants’ choices of when and how to participate are
equally legitimate

& listening is as valued as speaking
When these conditions exist, participants feel comfort-

able sharing their insights, opinions, and experiences and
discussions are more likely to be lively and engaging. (l)

Open-Minded Students identify being open-minded as
key to quality discussions: BAll parties are open-
minded^ (p), BIndividuals who are open-minded; indi-
viduals who accepts and/or validates opinions and
ideas^ (y), and BParticipants of good discussion are
open to all ideas and they want to look at the topic
or concept from various perspectives^ (e). Keeping an
open mind means B[Making] sure that discussions are
not biased or one-sided^ (x) and BPeople who can see
something form another persons’ lens, even if the lis-
tener disagrees, can attribute to any conversation^ (t).
As Student F reminds: BI really love to discuss many
topics with people who always have an open-mind. I
think this leads to more respectful conversations and I
feel that more learning occurs when people have an
open-mind about the subject being discussed^ (f).

Topic The topic of the discussion receives attention in
numerous posts. BGood discussions most importantly stay
on-topic, are interesting, informative, thought-provoking,
pithy and represent a number of perspectives^ (s).
BStaying on topic^ (u), BKeep[ing] on-topic – A good
discussion should stick to the objectives at hand in order
to stay interesting and productive^ (x), and being
Bfocused,^ (j), BPeople should be focused and they should
know the subject^ (e). Student K recommends:

1. Starting with a clear subject line that lets everyone know
what your discussion is about, giving insight before you
read

2. Staying on topic and answering the prompt fully
3. It is okay to agree or disagree as long as your position on

the topic can be validated (k)

In summary Bthe conversation topic is thought-provoking
and of interest to or personally relevant to conversation
participants^ (l), and BContributors to the conversation are
acknowledged and validated in their thoughts^ (m).

Critical Thinking Critical thinking appears as a salient
quality coalescing around a group of students in the first
cohort: BCritical Thinking: Good discussions always raise
some critical thinking question at the end of each post.
Depth: We should study the subject deeply so we can share
information that is very crucial and beneficial^ (e), BI enjoy
being a discussion in which all participants use critical
thinking skills to examine the material being discussed. This
also makes the conversation much more interesting and a
better learning experience for all people involved^ (f), and
BThere were many students that mentioned critical thinking,
learning, and depth as important characteristics. I believe that
discussions are a great opportunity to show students a new
way of viewing the world. Discussions should incorporate
research and evidence that allows students the opportunity to
analyze a given topic in order to come to their own
conclusions^ (g).

This analysis, utilizing three cohorts of students enrolled in
this particular online course, demonstrates students’ interest in
what they perceive as quality discussion (online or not). These
participants view respect as an overarching element as actions
such as listen (i.e., understand), prepare, and engage assist in
defining what will assist with their (online) discussions.
Further, these graduate students see collaboration salient along
with considering open-mindedness, topic focus, and critical
thinking as elements that possibly clarify respect and
collaboration.

Characteristics of Bad Discussions

These same students were as loquacious when describing bad
elements. A majority of participants acknowledged what they
seemingly want to avoid, as student N wrote:

While reading through everyone’s lists on the first two
discussion boards, it became very obvious that we are
talking about two sides of the same coin. Most aspects
that ended up on one list, also appeared on the other list
in opposite form. (n)

We very briefly recognize these characteristics to give fur-
ther flavor to students’ meaning-making potential. Disrespect
was viewed as BSome participants’ ideas are put down or
commented disrespectfully. Some participants don’t respect
other members’ cultural backgrounds^ (h). Unpreparedness
meant BNo structure or outcome planned^ (u), while closed-
minded (u) could mean BWhen people lack an open mind,
they limit their learning potential. I like to be involved in
conversations where people want to learn and grow^ (f).

Student T admitted about topic irrelevance, BNot staying
on topic. I have a short attention span as it is. Jumping from
one topic to another on the fly confuses me and it distracts my
thinking^ (t) and Student V conceded BBad discussions are
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often motivated by unclear goals or irrelevant topics^ (v).
Students are clear that dominating (online) discussions pro-
motes bad interactions as Student C coalesces various ideas
from classmates and synthesizes the comments around what
he termed Bhijackers: [other students] used terms such as
‘dominators,’ ‘selfish,’ and ‘unreasonable people’ who take
over discussions, rendering the time un- or counterproductive
and where the focus is placed almost exclusively on the
hijacker^ (c).

Graduate students in the third cohort noticed student’s
comments regarding stereotype and as a cohort consider
stereotyping a disconcerting conversation element. As student
T shares:

Racism, stereotypes, profiling, and insensitivity (kept
from previous post). This might sound odd, but it drives
me mad when people in a discussion use inappropriate
language or make insensitive comments. For example, I
was chatting with a girl whom I just met over dinner,
and it turns out we have a mutual friend. She described
this person as Bthe black girl,^ which I find incredibly
rude as it places a person’s skin color as an obscure
identifier. Other terms like Bthe special needs kid,^ or
Bthe autistic boy.^My co-workers sometimes say things
like, BUgh, this country (Korea) is ridiculous because of
(x), (y), and (z).^ It bothers me a great deal, to the point
where I’ve said something a few times. (t)

Triangulation: Commentary Relevant to Online Class
and Online Learning

Further information within the icebreaker posts assists with
data triangulation. It is relevant to note that one half
(N = 13) of these participants (representing all three cohorts)
specifically wrote about the task’s significancewith enhancing
their interactions and posts for this online course’s tasks, ac-
tivities, and assignments. Graduate students advocated that
this icebreaker activity benefited their understanding of them-
selves and each other. As student C commented,

One thing that I really appreciate about what I learned
from reading all of the posts was that we’re all eager to
engage in lively, productive discussions where we can
throw many things into one great big pot, and maybe
create an amazing new brew. (c)

Many, like J and W, mention, BIt is good to know that so
many of us are on the same page: )^ (j) and BWe have all made
a lot of similar points^ (w). Moreover, considerations regard-
ing individual, group work, whole class develop and take
shape (i.e., construct) from the beginning to completion of
the icebreaker task. Two examples share such sentiments:

These will help me with the discussions for the semester
because they have gotten me to think about how I can be
more involved in my posts and interactions with my
peers. Really thinking about my peers and interactions
will ensure everyone will have engaging conversations
throughout the semester. (a)

We can clarify motivation as a group of discussants by
sharing the responsibility of knowing the course materials
and assignments at hand and agreeing upon a structure within
which to get things done.

We can agree upon manners as a group of discussants by
synthesizing the knowledge we have gained about our part-
ners’ preferences and making an effort to respond appropri-
ately. Some concrete examples might be to respond to e-mails
or direct questions within a half day, checking in with teams
and the discussion boards to support the building of discussion
threads, and using professional and/or friendly language that
is clear and concise.

We can affect the mood of our digital communications
by adhering to the structure and expectations outlined in
our syllabus for the course. Repeating or rephrasingmay
pass for a post, but thoughtful contributions enhance the
learning environment and support our fellow students.
(v)

These students make meaning with their own and col-
league’s ideas as they begin to interact with each other online.
They appear to involve themselves in constructivist and for-
mative learning tendencies while participating in the icebreak-
er activity.

Triangulation: End of Course Teacher Evaluations

Students are asked to anonymously evaluate the instructor
at the completion of each seven and half weeks term.
There are four specific items that assist in understanding
how students rated the instructor regarding cooperative
learning, active learning techniques, and the students’ feel-
ings about how the instructor promotes expectations and
encourages diverse talents and ways of learning. Using a
Likert-type scale (4 = strongly agree, 1 = strongly dis-
agree), students, in general, tended toward Bstrongly
agree^ on all four items (see Table 2). The icebreaker,
as the initial activity of the course, sets a tenor for the
remaining interactions and activities. These final evalu-
ations assist in demonstrating how students found the
instructor’s constructivist leanings as promoted in the
icebreaker activity and the instructor’s and students’
teaching and learning tendencies advocated throughout
the course.
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Discussion

In this section, implications, limitations, and further questions
are provided, but initially we respond to the two research
questions and ask readers to consider their developing and
formative views, too. We invite readers again to participate
in both making sense of participants’ data and responding to
the research questions and discussion issues.

Research Question 1: What do Graduate Students
Perceive to be Good and Bad Discussions from Previous
Worldly Experiences and Classes (Both Face-to-Face
and Online)?

Graduate students bring a wealth of perceptions and insights
from their worldly experiences and previous classes to this
icebreaker activity. They participated in four steps and started
negotiating meaning with each other about motivating and
debilitating discussion elements. These participants saw re-
spect that included actively listening, being prepared, engag-
ing meaningfully, collaborating, being open-minded, staying
on topic, and thinking critically as promoting healthy (online)
interaction potential. Additionally, graduate students stated
that participants should avoid dominating and stereotyping,
including many opposite elements students saw as beneficial
for fruitful discussion.

The icebreaker design allowed students to associate with
peer’s ideas and thoughts, as evidenced in the Findings sec-
tion. Students were asked to reflect and discover the elements
that lead to good and bad discussions based on their previous
collaborative experience in the first two initial posts. They
then analyzed all peers’ posts, synthesizing and posting what
they saw as essential elements from an array of data, clarifying
and explaining their ideas about what they saw as salient ele-
ments. The icebreaker design provided opportunities to get to
know each other and allowed for initial practice and experi-
ences incorporating classmates’ contributions, ideas, and un-
derstandings within an activity. Much of the data found in the

Findings section illustrate students’ attempts to define, elabo-
rate, expand, and add contextual flavor; possibly offering
evidence as to what Goodyear et al. (2014) consider
Bproductive social interactions^ (p. 441). Such a process en-
ables participants to engage with the complexity of an issue
and understand the need to build upon each other’s posts and
understandings when sharing beliefs and opinions while en-
hancing (potential) interpersonal familiarity (e.g., Fontaine
and Chun 2010; Hudson 2010). As Bruner (1960) argued,
human beings learn complex ideas first at a simplified level,
and increasingly re-visit more complex levels progressively;
this can be seen with the evidence provided from the students,
as they engage in concept formation, they begin with under-
developed meaning-making potential. They exchange with
each other thoughts and understandings and begin to construct
an advanced and more mature understanding of a concept
within a particular context, in this case an online learning
environment. These participants, as evidenced by data,
displayed developing (and comprehensive) understandings
of good and bad discussions by adding more substance, such
as clarifying definitions, describing consequences and out-
comes, and offering clearer steps to carry out effective discus-
sions. Therefore, we believe that the icebreaker design pro-
vides an opportunity for students to practice and carry out
connected discourses and co-construct knowledge with fellow
students; providing initial empirical evidence (e.g., Asterhan
2015) that may transform online educational experiences (e.g.,
Ren 2014). There is not a definitive listing of elements, but a
process that allows for students to ground their definitions and
understandings both individually and collectively.

Research Question 2: What do Graduate Students
Consider Relevant to Discussion Board Posts?

These participants highlight the importance of having discus-
sion posts with meaningful conversation topics and develop-
ing an (online) environment appropriate for promoting discus-
sion. They particularly see relevance in completing the ice-
breaker task to become aware of how each other shares un-
derstandings and ideas about discussions. As shown in the
triangulated information they discuss their developing views
of online discussions as well as relaying that they were en-
couraged throughout the course to collaborate, participate in
active learning, and found that their diverse ways of learning
were acknowledged. They offered a potential Blist^; nonethe-
less, a complete list of all students’ attributes would be rather
cumbersome. Exploration of the data assisted in highlighting
that students are part of a process of developing discussion
post Brules^ and that meaning-making is a formative endeavor
and not necessarily a list making one. The literature review
afforded various lists to consider when designing discussion
board posts; the students here actively involve themselves in
sharing their expectations of discussion board posts and give

Table 2 Means of end of term evaluations (anonymous) concerning
instructor

Evaluation items Spring
2013

Fall
2013

Spring
2014

The instructor encourages cooperation
among students

3.8 3.8 3.8

The instructor uses active learning
techniques

3.8 3.6 3.7

The instructor communicates high
expectations

3.8 3.7 3.7

The instructor respects diverse talents
and ways of learning

3.6 3.5 3.7

(Student response rate) (76%) (76%) (82%)

1 – strongly disagree, 2 – disagree, 3 – agree, 4 – strongly agree
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background about what some of the attributes of the litera-
ture’s lists mean to them. Instead of solely relying on instruc-
tions that tell them what the instructional design team wants
them to accomplish, their data suggest that they too are part
and partial of creating interactions and directions that promote
discussion and develop conversations. The BWordle clouds^
offered a more encompassing heuristic to support an interpre-
tation that students tap backgrounds and interests and provide
an opportunity for students to construct their knowledge, in-
dividually and collectively.

Graduate students offer nuance and subtlety to their expla-
nations of developing their definitions and understandings of
good and bad discussion attributes. Many participants consid-
er their meanings similar; yet, the process analysis and data
presentation allow one to see a nuance and subtlety that sur-
round their written commentaries. Moreover, one cohort
seemingly focused more on their ideas about the critical think-
ing element, while another centered attention on a
stereotyping element; providing evidence of how the mem-
bers of particular cohorts contextually select and share with
each other information about particular elements and their
meaning(s). The evidence provides formative data that shares
students’ initial grounded ideas. These ideas might continue
developing as students interact throughout a course’s tasks
and activities.

Implications

Many existing studies discuss the prominence of pro-
moting social presence in building a sense of commu-
nity and for creating a safe and productive collaborative
online learning spaces (e.g., Fontaine and Chun 2010;
Johnson and Johnson 2008). Our findings echo previous
scholarly efforts, but add these participants’ viewpoints
that contribute to providing antecedents and possibly
begin to alleviate complex technology and pedagogy
struggles faced by many involved in online learning
and teaching (e.g., Bishop 2014; Rudestam and
Schoenholtz-Read 2010; Wegmann and McCauley
2014). These online participants began developing asyn-
chronously a camaraderie among fellow students even
though they were physically distant from each other.
The data provide evidence of participants’ real-world
social complexity while eschewing simple classification
schemes as they begin to develop trusting interpersonal
relationships (e.g., Mardis et al. 2014). Comparing the
elements generated by our participants and the elements
identified by Morgan et al. (2009), only two matched
the many other elements, paying respect and setting
expectations to prepare students for meaningful interac-
tions. We might further argue that the elements per-
ceived by the participants involved in our online com-
munities are also context specific and the depth and

focus of discussions could vary among groups and in-
dividuals. The icebreaker activity allows students to es-
tablish exchanges that foster a sense of belonging to the
community while increasing a willingness to express
and further construct their ideas, understandings, and
knowledge. The students alert each other to be aware
of the processes they are (unwittingly) putting in place
and to anticipate their expectations of discussion board
post involvement.

One final observation attends to the icebreaker’s learner-
centeredness. The icebreaker did not impose any principles for
students to definitively follow; unlike many online course
instructions explicitly prescribing rules of conduct ensuring
effective collaboration (Fung 2004; Garrison 2011). Instead,
students created elements of what they perceived as appropri-
ate means for communicating with their peers (e.g.,
Kleinsasser and Hong 2016). This design invited students to
contribute to their online community, potentially shifting
away from traditional perceptions of Bteacher as authority^
toward Bpeers and themselves being drivers^ in collective
knowledge constructivism processes.

Limitations and Further Questions

We acknowledge our study centers on three cohorts of gradu-
ate students who allowed their data to be analyzed. We further
recognize the challenge of relying on coursework data. We
also understand the variation even among these three cohorts.
Nonetheless, this initial research into antecedents serves as
catalyst for further inquiry. How do students (of various ages)
continue to make meaning with their discussion posts after
they participate in such an icebreaker activity? How do stu-
dents’ discussion board posts develop as they progress
through an online course? How do students begin to see their
roles as learners when they actively engage in providing con-
tent that is as relevant as that in course textbooks and academic
articles? What type(s) of interactions occur when students
participate in considering the focus and topics of their discus-
sion board posts? These and additional questions offer future
researchers and instructional designers salient avenues to doc-
ument and investigate sequences critical to online presence,
learning, and teaching.

Formative testing and assessments remain challenging in
both online and face-to-face teaching and learning (e.g., Box
et al. 2015; Davison 2013; Earl 2013; Lam 2015). The forma-
tive design of the icebreaker task assists to show how students
become involved in formative matters and can help teachers
and instructional designers consider formative assessments
through time to examine potential and constraints of contrib-
uting to the constructivism of knowledge be it formative or
summative (Spector and Yuen 2016). There is yet much to
contemplate and research in the formative design and assess-
ments of learning.
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