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ABSTRACT 

This dissertation examined the online discussions in five writing classes, two 

technical writing, two composition, and one creative writing. The purpose of the analysis 

was to determine effective ways for teachers to manage interaction in the digital 

environment. A five-part coding system was used in the first part of the analysis, and 

then two additional methods were used to contextualize the coding data. The 

assumptions underlying the coding system came from a long tradition of research into the 

traditional, whole class discussion. Results of this part of the analysis indicated that 

researchers should not pursue projects that analyze the digital environment using methods 

derived from research into the face-to-face classroom. Two many differences exist 

between the environments to make such methods useful. For example, turn-taking is not 

a factor in the digital environment, while managing turn-taking in the face-to-face 

classroom is an essential role of the teacher. Results of the additional two methods 

included common sense data. For example, teachers should seed online discussions with 

open-ended questions; they should highlight important issues while the discussion is 

taking place, and they should make students comfortable enough to participate freely. 
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CHAPTER I 

THE NATURE AND USES OF 

ONLINE DISCUSSION 

Education, along with almost every other aspect of American life, has moved online. 

According to the September 20, 1999 issue of NewsweeJc (p. 38), "What's certain is that 

America has digitized, and there's no going back. Worldwide there are almost 200 

million people on the Internet. In the United States alone, 80 million." And "by 2003 

more than 500 million people will be surfing the Web" (p. 41). This issue of NewsweeJc 

focuses on what they call "e-life," explaining that soon, such will simply be called "life": 

We're at the beginning of a new way of working, shopping, playing and 
communicating. At NewsweeJc we're calling this phenomenon e-life, and it's just 
in time. Because the day is approaching when no one will describe the digital, 
net-based, computer-connected gestalt with such a transitory term. We'll just call 
it life. (p. 41) 

Don Olcott, Jr., manager for Institutional Services at the Westem Cooperative for 

Educational Telecommunications of the Westem Interstate Commission for Higher 

Education (1997, p. 2), writes: 

Today, the almost ubiquitous application of technology has transformed every 
major social institution from education, government, and business to banking, 
insurance, medicine, and entertainment. Technology has changed the way we 
live, the way we work, and, perhaps most importantly, the way we learn. 

Silva S. Karayan, Chair of the Teaching and Leaming Center for Faculty Development 

and Judith A. Crowe, Coordinator of Educational Technology, both at California 

Lutheran University (1997, p. 69) write, "The use of technology, and especially the use 



of telecommunications tools, has begun to change the face of education." And Olcott, 

Karayan, and Crowe wrote those words three years ago. 

Teaching online, whether it be in computer-based classrooms or distance education 

courses, requires new methods. Thus, teachers are seeking the best ways to teach and 

learn online. Distance educators K.J. Warren and R. Rada (1998, p. 71), for example, 

write that "both teachers and managers are challenged to duplicate in computer-mediated 

communication (CMC) the conditions that encourage productive interchanges such as 

occur when people regularly, over time, meet physically and converse in a classroom or 

at a conference table." Chris Hughes and Lindsay Hewson (1998, p. 48), also distance 

educators, write, "As teachers move to the online leaming environment enabled by the 

Intemet, they seek tools, processes, and teaching methods that are equal to or better than 

those they use in the traditional classroom." They go on to write that "teachers have 

acquired a reliable knowledge base and methodology for traditional classroom leaming, 

and their willingness to develop and deliver online leaming will in part depend on their 

ability to preserve that investment." But teachers cannot simply import those face-to-face 

methods into the online classroom. Teachers, for example, cannot lecture or lead class 

discussions in quite the same way as is possible in a face-to-face environment. Sally 

Tweedle, Professor of English Education (1997 p. 6), writes that even though we 

understand the role of technology in the classroom better than we did 15 years ago, we 

still wrestle with questions about the role of the teacher, the type of teacher intervention 

that is necessary and appropriate, and the nature of quality leaming- in other words, how 

do we recognize what quality leaming is? Similarly, Olcott (1997, p. 3) writes that "the 

single most important contribution that distance teaching has made to education, is that it 



has forced us to revisit the question: What constitutes effective teaching and leaming? 

Educators at all levels will continue to grapple with this question." What is evident from 

the above literature is that teaching and leaming online is widespread already and will 

only continue to be more so in the future. In addition, teachers have not yet perfected 

their methods online. This dissertation will examine the facilitation of one of those 

methods, whole class discussion, online. Specifically, the dissertation examines how 

writing teachers can facilitate class discussion, a key class activity, online as effectively 

as possible. The next section of this dissertation begins by explaining why so much 

importance has been placed on class discussion in the past, and why it is considered 

important today. The final section of this chapter compares traditional face-to-face class 

discussion with some of the ways that teachers can hold class discussions online. 

Why Focus on Whole Class Discussion? 

The discourse of the classroom has been much studied, especially in the last four 

decades, due to its central role in student leaming—after all, teaching and learning take 

place through that discourse. Thus, teacher/researchers have been much engaged in 

describing the language of the classroom and subsequently recommending ways it can be 

improved in the hopes of bettering the leaming environment for students. There have 

been, however, different theoretical underpinnings for such interest. Compositionist 

James Beriin (1987) outlines these theories, which he groups into the objective, the 

subjective, and the transactional. The transactional theories are the most influential 

today, and those teachers who base their pedagogies on one of them value class 



discussion for its ability to foster group knowledge-making. This section will begin, 

though, with a description of the objective and subjective theories. 

The objective theories, according to Berlin, were actually the most dominant for the 

greater part of the twentieth century. Objective theories are based on a positivist 

epistemology, which holds that tmth is extralinguistic—tmth is something existing in the 

world to be discovered through sensory impressions or the scientific method (p. 7). 

Compositionist Karen Burke LeFevre (1987, pp. 97-100) explains that according to this 

view, rhetorical invention, which she defines broadly as creativity, has no place in 

leaming about or making sense of the world. The Real and Tme can only be found in 

nature or within ourselves, and creativity does not enter into the process of discovering it. 

The function of language, according to this view, is to describe the nature of reality 

clearly so that others' vision of it is not distorted. Thus, since knowledge can only be 

discovered, not created, and the only use for language is the description of knowledge, 

teacher/researchers subscribing to this view believe that the language of the classroom 

should be used to clearly describe to students what they need to know. 

Berlin (1987, pp. 11-12) explains that the roots of the subjective theories go back to 

Plato. According to these theories, Tmth/Reality/knowledge exists somewhere outside 

the world and outside of ourselves, in a practically inaccessible supersensory place that 

can only be glimpsed fleetingly through personal revelation. The catch is that those 

lucky enough to have such a revelation cannot describe it to others, through language or 

otherwise. As a result, teacher/researchers basing their work on this view believe that the 

language of the classroom should be used to provide an environment that might facilitate 

personal revelation. One key activity used by those who base their pedagogy on 



subjective theories is peer editing. The hope is that students will be able to point out 

what is inauthentic or cliched, and thus obviously not the result of personal revelation, in 

one another's writing. 

The last grouping is made up of the transactional theories. According to Berlin (1987, 

p. 15), a social epistemology is the commonality tying these theories together. This 

social epistemology consists of the belief that Tmth/Reality/knowledge is created socially 

through language. A social epistemology counters the objective theories with the tenet 

that sensory impressions and data from the scientific method, for example, mean nothing 

without interpretation, which never occurs in a vacuum, but instead always within a 

context filled with people situated in a culture. Further, social interpretation is negotiated 

among people within cultures using language. Russian psychologist Lev Vygotsky 

(1986) adds an even greater social spin to the theory with his argument that one's very 

consciousness is socially constituted—that as development occurs, social language is 

internalized, thereafter existing as intemal voices that make up the conversations known 

as thinking. The general idea, then, is that intemal voices, people, culture, and the world 

interact through language, or use language as the mediator in those interactions with the 

world, and the result of the interactions is knowledge. However, there are varying 

opinions regarding the degree to which knowledge is socially constmcted, as well as the 

processes by which those constmctions take place, so there are those who would take out 

one or more of the social elements described above. Compositionist Karen Burke 

LeFevre (1987, pp. 48-94) outiines a continuum representing those varying opinions. 

She actually begins the continuum with the Platonic view, which does not represent a 

social epistemology at all, so that part of the continuum will be skipped here. The next 



stop on the continuum is what LeFevre calls the intemal dialogic perspective. According 

to this perspective, societal constmcts are intemalized, and these intemalizations become 

another self with which one engages dialectically to create knowledge. While this view 

does emphasize the intemal as opposed to the social, the social does influence the 

intemal. This point on the continuum would represent the Vygotskian theory presented 

above, minus the other possible elements of the social constmction of knowledge. The 

next point on the continuum is the collaborative perspective. According to this view, 

people interact to create knowledge. The environment for creativity is thought to be best 

in a group with resonators, who are co-creators or supporters of the creative process. 

This perspective would include the parts of the social constmction of knowledge 

presented above regarding interactions among people, minus the other elements. The far 

right point on the continuum is the collective perspective, which holds that society as a 

whole is the greatest influence on the constmction of knowledge because aspects of 

society can both support and constrain whatever actually gets created. LeFevre uses as 

one example a student who would really like to write about one topic, but since she 

knows that her teacher is more interested in another topic, she chooses that one instead. 

The teacher in this case is a representative of an academic institution that exerts authority 

over the creative actions of the student. This point on the continuum would include those 

aspects of the social constmction of knowledge presented above regarding interactions 

among people and culture, minus the Vygotsky perspective. 

LeFevre's continuum cortesponds roughly to Burke's subjective and transactional 

theories, and as the field of composition/rhetoric moved away from their adherence to the 

objective theories and towards acceptance of the subjective and transactional, there was a 



corresponding move through LeFevre's continuum. For example, those who believed in 

a subjective theory would fall somewhere near the Platonic perspective. The next large 

movement through the continuum came, as compositionists Gail E. Hawisher, Paul 

LeBlanc, Charies Moran, and Cynthia L. Selfe (1996, pp. 67-69) write, between 1980 and 

1985, when many compositionists adhered to what Beriin (1987) called the cognitive 

approach, which in that book he placed in the transactional category. These 

compositionists were interested in the intemal processes of the writer. Compose-aloud 

research projects, in which students would speak into a tape recorder to explain what they 

were thinking as they composed, were popular at this time. Berlin (p. 16) explains that 

according to the cognitive approach, development progresses through clear-cut stages, 

and development must progress at a proper rate and in proper sequence before the 

constmction of knowledge can take place. Thus, compositionists basing their pedagogies 

on this theory focused a great deal on making sure that students were on the right track 

with regards to their intemal writing processes—the teachers did believe that it was 

possible to influence those processes. This group, then, falls somewhere near LeFevre's 

intemal dialogic perspective. 

Hawisher, LeBlanc, Moran, and Selfe explain that, as a field, composition/rhetoric 

began moving away from cognitive approaches and towards a greater focus on the 

influence of local context and larger culture on the knowledge constmction process by 

about 1985 (pp. 68-69). These more social views fall into Beriin's (1987, pp. 15-17) 

epistemic category, which holds that knowledge is constmcted socially, as does the 

cognitive, but the epistemic category puts greater emphasis on the influence of people, 

not just internalized constmcts of people, and culture, on knowledge constmction. 



Teacher/researchers began to focus, therefore, on aspects of the writing process other 

than those intemal, such as small group discussions used in the invention process and 

peer reviews used during the revision process—these concems would place them 

somewhere between LeFevre's collaborative and collective perspectives. At the 

beginning of the movement, however, 1985-1990, the field as a whole would probably be 

positioned closer to the collaborative point on the continuum. Through the late 1980s, 

important work in the field, such as that by compositionist Kenneth Bmffee, discussed 

the benefits of having students interact to constmct knowledge about writing, but did not 

talk a great deal about the effects of culture at large on this knowledge-building process. 

However, as Hawisher, LeBlanc, Moran, and Selfe (1996, p. 218) write, the field has 

become increasingly concemed with the effects of larger culture on the teaching and 

leaming process ever since. Issues regarding race, gender, age, and religion, for instance, 

and their influence on the teaching and leaming process, have been the focus of many 

teacher/researchers since at least the early 1990s. As these concems have gained in 

importance, the field has moved closer to LeFevre's collective perspective. 

Those writing teachers who do believe in some version of the social constmction of 

knowledge make use of it in various ways in the writing classroom. Overall, such 

teachers try to create interactive class environments so that smdents can work with one 

another during each stage of the writing process and benefit from the synergy of the 

group. For example, these teachers typically use whole-class and small group discussions 

to foster the invention process, helping students to create ideas about the kinds of topics 

that might be appropriate for their writing assignments or the kinds of arguments that 

might be effective in support of a position. They also use the same kinds of whole-class 
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and small group discussions to discuss writing issues such as definitions of rhetoric, ideas 

about audience, and the nature of the writing process in order to help students complicate 

their assumptions about writing and perhaps apply their new ideas as they go through 

various writing cycles. Such teachers also put students into peer response dyads or small 

groups after the drafting stage has begun. Students then normally read one another's 

papers, using a series of questions written by the teacher, and try to point out the effective 

and ineffective sections, recommending ways to improve the ineffective. The hope is 

that the readers will leam to identify effective and ineffective writing strategies so that 

they can become savvy readers of their own writing, and writers benefit from fresh 

readers who can see their work from a different perspective and offer advice. 

Although teachers make use of the social constmction of knowledge in various ways, 

this dissertation deals solely with whole class discussion. As can be seen from the 

previous paragraph, whole class discussion, which will be referred to as simply class 

discussion from here on, is an important part of an interactive writing class whose teacher 

bases her pedagogy on any version of the social constmction of knowledge. Indeed, as 

highly respected education researcher Courtney Cazden has written, class discussion has 

traditionally been regarded as the heart of the classroom (in Mehan, 1979, p. x). Another 

indication of the importance traditionally placed on class discussion and the 

responsibility teachers have for facilitating it is Jeffrey Young's 1997 article in TJie 

Chronicle ofHigJier Education (p. A26) which says that discussion moderation is one of 

the traditional roles of the professor, and that now that new instmctional delivery 

methods are available, administrators are wondering whether or not it would be 

appropriate to use them widely to free up professors' time in the classroom exclusively 



for discussion moderation. In other words, they are thinking of using technology to 

deliver the lectures and materials that professors have traditionally given in the classroom 

so that professors can spend all their time in the classroom mediating class discussions. 

In short, class discussion is an important part of the writing class, or any other class, 

because it is an activity students can participate in together, a group activity that can 

facilitate group knowledge-making. Compositionist Fred Kemp explains that 

"conversation, or highly interactive verbal exchange, here takes on a primacy not 

afforded it in modemist thinking, as that which not merely displays conceptual deep 

stmctures but actually constitutes them" (1995). 

The next section of this chapter compares face-to-face class discussion with the 

variety of ways that teachers can hold class discussions online. 

How Does Traditional Class Discussion 
Differ from Online Class Discussion? 

According to education researcher Susan Lyle (1993, p. 182), class discussions have 

been widely studied, and out of those studies has emerged a fairly consistent picture of 

how they work in the face-to-face classroom. According to education researcher Jean S. 

Lindsay (1990), the Bellack, Kliebard, Hyman, and Smith (1966), Sinclair and Coulthard 

(1975), and Mehan (1979) studies of classroom discussion are among those considered 

the most key—the studies from which most current research on classroom discourse is 

derived, the research that has most influenced scholars' picture of the traditional 

classroom. Bellack, Kliebard, Hyman, and Smith (1966) were among the flrst 

researchers to develop a coding system for the study of class discussion. They studied 
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fifteen 10 and 12 grade social studies classes from seven high schools in the New York 

City area. The researchers were interested in the pedagogical importance of the 

participants' contributions to the discussion, as well as the content of those 

contributions—for what kind of information did the questions ask, and what kind of 

information was given, for example. They found that discussions among teacher and 

students were organized into sequences including structuring, during which the teacher 

would ask for student attention; soliciting, during which the teacher would ask questions; 

responding, during which a student would answer teacher questions; and reacting, during 

which move the teacher would respond in some way to the student answer. Such reacting 

usually involved accepting, rejecting, modifying, or expanding on the student answer. 

Sinclair and Coulthard (1975) describe similar classroom discussion patterns. In their 

research, they found 22 kinds of what they called acts. Most of these acts were those 

found in regular discussion, but there was a unique class of acts surrounding turn-taking 

procedures. Tum-taking was controlled by the teacher, which is unique to the class 

situation. Students bid for attention, a bid being one kind of act, which can be either 

verbal or nonverbal, as in hand-raising; the teacher then nominates or cues the student 

chosen to speak, both acts, as well. Sinclair and Coulthard group acts to create a 

stmcture they call a move, and they found five kinds of moves. The focusing move is 

used by the teacher to gain the attention of the students. Then in the opening move, a 

teacher asks a question; in the answering move, a student answers, and in a follow-up 

move, the teacher reacts to the student answer with one of three kinds of acts, an 

accepting act, an evaluating act, or a commenting act. The fifth move type is called 

framing, and it is used by teachers to signal the end of one stage and the beginning of 
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another in the discussion. Education researcher Hugh Mehan (1979), with fellow 

researcher Courtney Cazden, found similar discussion pattems in a mixed-level 

elementary class that Cazden taught and Mehan studied. They found that before the 

discussion was to begin, the teacher would set up the lesson by directing student attention 

either to herself or to the chalkboard. Mehan emphasizes that at each stage of the 

process, the students actively participate in creating the stmcture of the interactions. For 

example, at this stage of the process, students cooperate actively by putting away other 

materials and moving desks to face the teacher. During the next stage, the teacher opens 

the discussion by providing information about what they will talk about. Mehan stresses 

that students are actively engaged in creating the stmcture of this part of the interaction, 

as well, since they make eye contact and nod their heads, for example. Next, the teacher 

conducts the lesson, during which time the teacher elicits different kinds of information 

from the students. Mehan explains that teachers elicit information—they do not ask 

questions. The difference is that when eliciting information, the teacher looks for a 

particular kind of information. There are four different kinds. The first is cJioice, which 

asks students to agree or disagree. The second is product, which asks students to provide 

a fact. Process is the third information type, and with it teachers ask for opinions or 

interpretations, and metaprocess is the last type; in using it, teachers ask students to 

provide the mles or procedure by which they came to or remembered their answer. 

Teachers choose one student to answer at a time, and if the answer is right, he may 

acknowledge it affirmatively either verbally or nonverbally, but sometimes, if the answer 

is right, the teacher will simply move on to the next question. It is only when the answer 

is wrong, in this study, that the teacher engages in negative evaluation. In that case, the 
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teacher keeps the initiate-respond sequence open until a right answer is provided. In 

keeping the sequence open, a teacher may continue to ask different kinds of questions 

until a student hits the right answer; she may keep repeating the same question until 

someone answers correcUy, or he may ask simpler and simpler questions until a student 

answers correctly. All of these studies took place in public schools, but other more recent 

researchers have found the same kind of discussion pattems in the college classroom, for 

example, compositionists Hull, Rose, Fraser, and Castellano (1991), education researcher 

(1995) James Dobson, and educational researcher Joanna Tapper (1996). 

Essentially, then, class discussion in the face-to-face classroom follows a sequence 

wherein the teacher asks a question or elicits information, then chooses a student to 

answer, and then the teacher comes back in another move to respond in some way, either 

verbally or nonverbally, to that answer. What is unique about face-to-face class 

discussion is this rather strict tum-taking sequence that is usually controlled by the 

teacher. Technical communication researcher Thomas Barker and compositionist Fred O. 

Kemp describe this tum-taking procedure (1990, p. 16): 

In the proscenium classroom, the students face the instmctor. All verbal 
transactions proceed through the instmctor, so one might diagram the dynamic of 
a proscenium classroom by drawing straight lines from each student to the 
instmctor. Even when the class is engaged in a 'discussion' (as every teacher 
knows), the management of remarks—and most of the clarification and 
direction—belongs to the instmctor. The only time one might actually diagram 
student verbal transactions by drawing lines directly between students without 
proceeding through the central switchboard is when discussions are appropriated 
by the student themselves, the topic 'gets out of control,' and the instmctor 
becomes superfluous. Seldom does this happen in a felicitous way, and usually 
the instmctor, after tolerating a careening discussion for a few minutes, reasserts 
control and brings students back to the 'point.' 
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The computer-based discussion, however, which is the subject of the present study, 

looks quite different, as Barker and Kemp go on to explain. The essential difference is 

that the teacher no longer manages the tum-taking sequence because the technology, 

through whatever software, groupware or internet capability used, is able to simply route 

all contributions directly to the communal discussion space as soon as they are written. 

The teacher and students, therefore, can all read and write at the same time, while the 

technology mediates the contributions and displays them in some kind of 

manageable/readable way. This is, in fact, what happens when students and teacher 

engage in online discussion in class. Online discussion mediums are essentially divided 

into those that are real-time, or synchronous, and those that are asynchronous, allowing 

students to contribute to a discussion at different times and from different places. Most 

groupware and intemet packages are integrated, which means that they support different 

ways to discuss online, ways both synchronous and asynchronous. Usually, these 

packages support e-mail, discussion boards, and chat. E-mail and discussion boards are 

typically used asynchronously, so that students can participate at their own convenience. 

Chats, however, are typically used while students are gathered in the same computer-

based classroom, although that does not have to be the case. A teacher could specify a 

time for all to meet online in the specified chat room, and if it can be accessed through an 

Intemet connection, then the students could simply log on from the workstation of their 

choice. If chat is a function of a groupware package that mns on a local area network, 

however, then the students would have to gather in the computer classroom on which it 

mns since it would not, then, be accessible through the Intemet. The next part of this 
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section reviews some popular discussion capabilities. The list is not meant to be 

exhaustive, but illustrative. 

The most popular groupware by far is the Daedalus Integrated Writing Environment 

(DIWE). It is also the program used by some of the teachers in the present study. This 

integrated program facilitates both synchronous discussion, through its Interchange 

function, and asynchronous discussion through Mail, and it mns on a local area network. 

(DIWE has other capabilities, but since discussion is the focus of this study, only the 

discussion features will be reviewed. The same will apply for the other programs 

described.) Interchange is only used synchronously, and students type a message in the 

smaller part of a window, press a send button, then see their own and other messages pop 

up in the larger part of the window. Messages pop up as they are sent, and then students 

can use a scroll bar to read them at their own pace. Writers' names automatically pop up 

above each message. Participating in such a "conversation" is similar in feel to a phone 

conversation, except the participants are multiple and the actions involved are reading 

and writing instead of speaking and listening. Comparisons to other mediums, however, 

inevitably fall short because this kind of communication is really unique. In Mail, which 

can be used synchronously or asynchronously, but typically asychronously, students can 

write a message in a small window, designate the audience and message title or subject, 

and then click on a send button. Message tities and their intended audience pop up in a 

list, and students can double-click on individual messages to read. DFWE Mail users just 

receive mail from their own classmates. Electronic mail, which is not a DFWE function, 

but just an intemet capability, is similar, but of course, messages are not limited to those 

from a class. E-mail is also normally used asynchronously. Users insert the subject of 
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the message and the address or addresses of the recipient(s); they then type in a message 

undemeath that header information and click on a send button. Readers see a list of 

message subjects and senders. They can double-click on a message, and it will pop up 

for reading. Participating in any kind of e-mail discussion is similar to writing and 

receiving printed letters, but of course it does not take as long to receive e-mail. 

Three of the most popular web packages that can be used to hold online discussions 

are WebBoard, which is used by some of the teachers in the present study, WebCT, and 

Blackboard Courselnfo. WebBoard is the simplest of the three; its only capabilities are 

threaded and chat discussions. The threaded discussions are usually used 

asynchronously. TJtreaded discussions are those discussions arranged topically. 

Teachers can create as many new threads, or discussion topics, as needed. The student 

sees the list of topics, or threads, on the left side of the screen. A plus sign to the left of 

the message means that others have responded to that thread. Students can click on the 

plus sign and a list of those messages will pop up. Clicking on the subject line of the 

message listed brings up the message text on the right side of the screen. Students can 

then reply to that message by clicking on a reply button at the top of the right side of the 

screen, or they can simply write a message regarding the thread topic as a whole by 

clicking a post button, also on the upper right side of the screen. WebBoard also features 

chatrooms. Chatrooms are created automatically for every thread. Chatrooms are similar 

to Interchanges. Students click on the cliat button at the top of their screen, and then they 

can choose which room to enter. Each room is named after a thread. Once students click 

on a room, they see a big box. At the top of the box, they can click on compose, write a 

message in the compose box, and then click on send to send their message into the larger 
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part of the compose box. WebBoard can be accessed through any Intemet connection, so 

students do not have to be in the same room to participate. 

WebCT and Blackboard Courselnfo are packages that allow teachers to design entire 

online leaming environments. They provide discussion and collaborative work tools, 

spaces for course notes and documents to be published, and tools for the administrative 

work teachers must do, such as keeping track of student participation. Both packages 

have numerous features. Only their discussion capabilities, though, will be reviewed 

here. When students enter their WebCT course, they see a group of labeled icons. One 

of the icons leads to the class bulletin board. This bulletin board is a threaded discussion 

medium similar to that available through WebBoard. Students see a list of thread topics. 

Clicking on a thread topic brings up the list of messages within that thread. Clicking on a 

message subject line brings up the message text. Students can then click a reply button at 

the top and write their own message, attaching it to the thread by clicking on a send 

button. Another icon on the student's course homepage might be e-mail. This e-mail is 

also similar to the threaded discussion, except students see two folders, one folder for 

new mail and one folder for mail already read. Clicking on the new folder will bring up a 

list of messages; clicking on the subject line of a message brings up its text. Pressing the 

send mail button at the top of the screen lets students compose and send messages to their 

classmates. On-line chat is the final icon on the homepage relating to online discussion. 

Teachers can create chatrooms, and then the names of these chatrooms appear on the flrst 

page appearing after clicking on the online chat icon. A big box appears, with a very 

skinny box at the bottom. Students compose messages in this skinny box, and then click 
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a send button to send them into the synchronous discussion stream in the larger box 

above. 

Blackboard Courselnfo is similar to WebCT. Students logging in see a list of boxed 

topics up and down the left side of their screen instead of groups of icons, however. The 

rest of the screen is taken up with recent class announcements that can be entered by the 

teacher. Clicking on the communications button in the left-hand list takes students to a 

group of icons including an e-mail icon, a discussion board icon, and a virtual classroom 

icon. Choosing the e-mail icon takes students to a screen with a list of the possible 

recipients. Students can send mail to everyone in the class by simply clicking that 

selection, or all groups (previously put together by the teacher), all teaching assistants, all 

instmctors, single users, or single groups. Once a selection is made, students designate a 

subject, type in a message in the window that pops up, and send the message by clicking 

the send button. Students read messages by clicking on the subject line of the list that 

appears under the read mail button. The discussion board icon takes the student to a 

threaded discussion capability just like that in WebCT. The first page contains a list of 

all the threaded topics created. Students click on a thread, and then the next page lists the 

messages by sender and subject line. Clicking on the subject line brings up the message 

text, and clicking on a reply button at the top allows students to enter messages of their 

own. -Clicking on the virtual class icon on the communications tools page brings students 

to a list of created chatrooms. Students click on the chatroom of their choice, and then 

they enter messages in the bottom part of a large box, and click on a send button to send 

their message into the message stream in the top, larger box. This chatroom is virtually 

identical to the one featured by WebCT. Students can participate in any of the activities 
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featured by WebCT or Blackboard Courselnfo through any computer with an hitemet 

connection. The fact that these widely used programs feamre such a variety of ways to 

hold class discussions points to the value educators in general have for that activity. 

Other popular programs that either include ways to discuss online or focus on online 

discussion are the Texas Tech Online-Print hitegrated Curriculum (TOPIC), Daedalus 

Online, Syllabase out of Utah State, Course in a Box, TopClass and FirstClass, and Lotus 

Notes, although this is certainly not a complete list. 

Descriptions of the discourse typical of online discussions, like the comparisons made 

above between Interchange and an enormous group phone conversation, have been often 

attempted and widely debated. The debate is important because, as compositionists Janet 

Carey Eldred and Ron Fortune (1992) explain, the metaphors used to describe things 

largely determine how they are used. For example, if the only way e-mail could be 

conceptualized was through a comparison with letter writing, then many of the uses to 

which e-mail is put now would not be possible. For example, e-mail would probably not 

be used as a medium for asynchronous group discussion. After all, letters through the 

mail are not used that way. Thus, Eldred and Carey argue that writing teachers must 

think carefully about the way they conceptualize online discussions in various mediums 

so that they do not inadvertently cut themselves off from their pedagogical possibilities. 

A related reason for a careful conceptualization of online discussion is that some 

academics, as compositionist Margaret Daisley (1994, p. 111) points out, privilege 

writing over speech. If many teachers insist on characterizing synchronous discussion, 

for example, as speech, then those particular academics would devalue it as a medium 

appropriate for leaming. The main reason given for such a view is The Great Divide 
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theory fostered by such influential scholars as Walter Ong (1971, 1985) and Thomas 

Farrell (1977), who popularized the idea that those not very good at writing come from 

what are called "residually oral" subcultures. Residually oral subcultures are pockets of 

culture within our largely literate society that rely primarily on the written word to 

operate. Farrell (1977, p. 445) wrote, further, that "highly oral people relate to the worid 

and other people in a way that is different from that of highly literate people." He 

explains that oral groups have to reason differentiy because, without writing, they must 

reason solely within their minds and through oral discourse. This process of thought does 

not allow for the expansion and extensive ordered exploration that the addition of reading 

and writing provides. As a result, oral cultures must use repetition and cliches to retain 

their wisdom. Ong (1971, p. 9) explains that such people have a hard time leaming to 

write: "The transit from a radically oral environment to functional literacy is a far more 

wracking experience psychologically than is commonly imagined by persons who from 

infancy have had their minds and personalities shaped in a reading milieu." As a result, 

there are those who might not see a medium akin to speech as a useful means for the 

teaching of writing. If reliance on speech is supposed to be one of the reasons that some 

have a hard time leaming to write, why would a teacher make use of it in a writing 

classroom? There are several answers about the value of online discussions. For 

example, Kemp (1995, p. 10) explains that the importance of these online discussions is 

that they uniquely foster the group constmction of knowledge, which is the primary goal 

of class discussions when the teacher bases her pedagogy on some version of the social 

constmction of knowledge theory: 
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The value of written conversations and extended e-mail exchanges .. .lies in the 
organic and open-ended nature of knowledge-making they display, not in their 
transmitted factual increments, what are usually, and cmdely, termed 
'information.' This 'coming to knowing' is made manifest by the processes and 
results of written conversation in a way impossible or at least much more difficult 
otherwise. 

This section presents an overview of the characterizations of online discussion. First, 

some researchers write that online discussion is more nearly speech or more nearly 

writing. For example, compositionists Gail E. Hawisher and Charies Moran (1993, p. 

629) clearly relate e-mail to writing. They write, "Our overarching assumption is that e-

mail, as a medium for the exchange of the written language, is a proper subject for study 

in the field of composition theory." And in a later 1995 article, Moran writes, "We, as 

professionals in the field of writing and the teaching of writing, need to consider e-mail 

as a legitimate site for writing" (p. 15). Compositionist Harriet Wilkins (1991), on the 

other hand, describes asynchronous discussion as transcribed speech (p. 57). She uses 

descriptors such as "conversation," "interactive discourse—now in graphic form" to 

describe the discourse on an electronic bulletin board. 

Instead of describing online discussion as nearer to speech or nearer to writing, some 

researchers describe it as a unique hybrid of the two. For example, Daisley, in this quote, 

describes online discussion using a pair of opposites to signal the hybrid: (p. 108): "And 

yet, 'getting on Interchange' meant that they were writing/speaking and 

reading/listening—using literacy skills...." David Graddol (1990), who teaches online 

courses through the Open University in England, believes that online discussions are 

unique, that they are not like conversations or like writing. He argues that online 

discussions are not like speaking because no one regulates tum-taking procedures. 
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Instead, people can participate synchronously and all at once, or asynchronously and over 

time. But at the same time, no other writing is so communally constmcted—the large 

number of participants entering messages is unique to the online discussion. Graddol 

argues further that online discussions are not like speaking because multiple topic threads 

can be developed over time. He explains that in a face-to-face conversation, if a topic is 

not taken up immediately, it will probably not be taken up at all. But different topics 

online can be developed over time, as different participants see fit. Earlier topics can be 

revisited and new topics discussed at the same time. 

Compositionist Paul Taylor (1992), similarly, argues that online discussions represent 

a unique collection of genres. He uses Carolyn Miller's (1984) three possible criteria for 

identifying a genre. Her first criterion is that the texts in question must be similar in 

form. Taylor explains that online discussion messages do contain similar features. For 

example, they are all computer-generated; they all incorporate some elements of speech 

and some of writing, and they are all relatively short. Miller's second criterion is that a 

collection of texts is only a genre if they respond in a similar way to a similar exigency. 

Taylor explains that if online discussions are considered to be a collection of genres 

rather than one overall genre, then they would satisfy this requirement. For example, all 

messages in professional e-mail lists respond to the exigency of keeping one another 

informed. Miller's last criterion is that a genre must represent a practical social action. 

Taylor argues that online discussions are always social because they are communal, and 

that further, they take place to meet a common goal; thus, they do perform practical 

social actions. 
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Compositionist Michael F. Johanyak (1997), however, argues that the claim that 

online discussion is a hybrid form of discourse is technologically deterministic because it 

assumes that technology forces or necessitates or creates that hybrid regardless of the 

rhetorical goals of the writers. He argues that rhetorical context will determine the nature 

of the online text, not the technology itself So if a writer wants to "sound" chatty, his 

online discourse will be more like speech, but if a writer wants to send a formal letter 

online, then that online letter will be more like writing. 

The present study extends the characterization of new media given by media 

researchers Jay David Bolter and Richard Gmsin (1999). Bolter and Gmsin, in 

describing visual media, argue that all new media have always been remediations of older 

media. They explain that all new media grow out of old media in significant ways so that 

they are both constrained in some ways by that older media, but also freed. New 

mediums are constrained somewhat by the older ones because many of the uses and 

conceptualizations of those mediums will carry over to the new, but at the same time, 

new mediums achieve their unique features because they are the products of a creative 

process involving a dialectical relationship between the old and the possible. Bolter and 

Gmsin explain that television, for example, came into being when both film and theatre 

were popular and established media. Television borrowed heavily from both for its own 

early programming, but it especially borrowed from film by remediating the westem, the 

drama, the comedy, and the mystery. Now, television is remediating digital technologies. 

Television programs are not exactiy like movies, nor are they exactly like plays. One 

might say, for example, that watching a westem on television is like watching a movie 

westem, except the screen is much smaller; the television can be in one's own home; 
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control can be exerted over what is viewed, and so on. These are the same kinds of 

qualifications as those described above for explaining the differences between face-to-

face and online discussion—online discussion is much like face-to-face discussion, 

except discussion online is written instead of spoken and read instead of heard, etc. The 

present study will argue that online discussion is a remediated form of face-to-face 

discussion. Of course there are many kinds of face-to-face discussions, just as there are 

many kinds and contexts for online discussions. This dissertation focuses specifically on 

class discussion, however. Online class discussion, then, is a remediated form of the 

face-to-face class discussion. As has been explained above, face-to-face class discussion 

is a remarkably consistent activity. In other words, it is carried out in a similar way in 

many, if not most classrooms in America, and this model is the one used as a starting 

point for online discussions. Teachers now think about the ways that face-to-face 

discussion is often held, and then experiment with the differences made possible by 

computer technology. So they start with the old, and create something new—it is not 

totally new, as the new has arisen from the old and cannot totally break away from it, but 

still, it is different. Now, teachers can hold class discussions textually and 

asynchronously, or they can hold them in-class and synchronously, with a much higher 

level of participation than possible before, etc. This characterization of online discussion 

will be important in Chapter IV; thus, it will be discussed in greater detail then. For now, 

though, this short description serves as a description of the way the present study views 

the nature of online discussion. 
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Preview of the Research Ouestion and Methods 

As explained earlier in the chapter, the overarching research question for the present 

dissertation is: how can writing teachers facilitate class discussion, a key class activity, 

online as effectively as possible? This introduction has discussed the important place 

discussion has traditionally held in the face-to-face classroom, the reasons class 

discussion continues to be an important activity for teachers who base their pedagogy on 

any version of the social constmction of knowledge theory, and the basic differences 

between face-to-face and online discussion. The discussion of the differences is not 

complete, however. The next chapter will outiine more differences which lead to the 

main research question. Essentially, teachers are still trying to figure out the best ways to 

remediate their methods for the digital environment. This dissertation is a study of the 

ways that five teachers worked to remediate one of their methods, the class discussion, 

online, as well as a discussion of the strengths and weaknesses of those remediations for 

the purpose of highlighting the most effective facilitation techniques observed in this 

study. 
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CHAPTER n 

ONLINE DISCUSSION POSSIBILmES 

AND DIFFICULTIES 

Since the late 1980s and early 1990s, compositionists in computer-based classes have 

held class discussion online through synchronous and asynchronous groupware and other 

Intemet capabilities, due to a realization that online discussions make possible some 

pedagogically useful kinds of interactions not possible in face-to-face discussion. There 

was a brief period of bliss regarding these possibilities, followed by an almost immediate 

realization that while the online environment "wasn't Kansas anymore," neither was the 

online Oz a utopic teaching and leaming environment. The first part of this chapter 

reviews the beneficial possibilities of holding class discussion online. They include 

increased student participation, improved creativity, access to discussion transcripts, 

liberation of minorities, and emotional honesty. Following that review is a section 

outlining the literature pointing to the difficulties in realizing those possibilities. This 

section of literature indicates that teachers have not entirely figured out yet the best ways 

to facilitate online discussion. The last section of this chapter explains and contextualizes 

the dissertation's research questions in terms of the literature presented here. 

The Possibilities 

Professor of English Jerome Bump (1990) conducted a study of the use of 

Interchange, the synchronous discussion capability of the Daedalus Integrated Writing 

Environment, in three writing classes. His findings, which were drawn from the 
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experiences of his students, represent the scope of those benefits found by other 

teacher/researchers. The three classes studied were a two-semester freshman-honors 

"Worid Literature and Composition" course, composed of eighteen students, a senior-

level literature course with thirty-three students, and a graduate course with twelve 

students called "Introduction to Computers and English." Students in each class were 

given a multiple choice questionnaire about their experiences conceming the online 

discussions held in class. Due to those responses. Bump (pp. 54-55) writes that "the 

result in all three courses was a tmly egalitarian, student-centered interchange which 

supported relatively democratic discussion by all concemed of the goals and methods as 

well as the subject of the course." One of the questions asked students to rate the most 

valuable class activity, and 41% of the students chose small-group online discussion. 

Another 20% chose face-to-face small group discussion; and 20% chose face-to-face 

whole class discussion as the most valuable class activity. Bump writes (p. 55), "That 

INTERCHANGE would be more popular than small face-to-face and whole class 

discussions combined was perhaps the most remarkable result of our experiment." The 

questionnaire identified increased student participation, improved creativity, discussion 

transcript benefits, liberation of minorities, and emotional honesty as advantages of 

online versus face-to-face class discussion. This list represents the spectmm of benefits 

found by other students and teachers using online discussion in the past twenty years. 

The first benefit on the list, increased student participation, is the most discussed and 

praised benefit of online discussion. There is simply no way that students and teacher 

can participate as much face-to-face as they can online. Only cne person at a time can 

speak face-to-face, even in small group discussions. But online, students and teacher can 
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participate without waiting their tum. Students actively read and write throughout the 

discussion, instead of tuming glassy-eyed waiting their mm to participate. In the face-to-

face situation, the reality is that the few most dominating students get the most benefits 

out of class discussion—these are the smdents who are actively constmcting knowledge. 

The others, if they are very diligent, silently watch the action, but the others tend to tune-

out under the guise of their much-practiced I'm-still-listening face. Many of the students 

in Bump's (p. 55) classes, nine out of the twelve graduate smdents and 84% of the 

freshmen, wrote that they believed the most useful benefit of Interchange was increased 

class participation. They explained that they felt the discussions were richer and longer 

than they would have been face-to-face due to this increased participation. In addition, 

the dominating students appreciated the fact that they didn't have to intermpt to speak, 

and the shy students appreciated the time Interchange gave them to constmct well-

thought out responses so they wouldn't have to worry so much about saying the wrong 

thing. 

Technical communication researcher Thomas T. Barker, and compositionist Fred O. 

Kemp (1990) also outiine the benefits of online discussion. Among these benefits, 

Barker and Kemp list increased participation as one of the most important. They write 

(p. 22) that online discussion allows students to read and contribute to the discussion 

things meaningful to them—the teacher is less able to control the discussion agenda and 

students can "...pemse discussion points at will, selecting times and places in which to 

intervene and challenge what has been presented." Barker and Kemp explain that this 

kind of student participation is important to a postmodem model of writing instmction, 

and this model is based on what they call networJc theory (p. 15): 
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The essential activity in writing instmction is the textual transactions between 
students. These transactions should be so managed by the network as to 
encourage a sense of group knowledge, a sense that every transactor influences 
and is influenced by such group knowledge, and a sense that such group 
knowledge is property malleable (responsive to the influences of each transactor). 
The result of textual transactions so managed is a deneutralizing of text itself and 
a greater emphasis and skill on the part of the transactor in rendering such text. 

Online discussion is one of the three types of textual transactions, along with formal text 

and e-mail, mentioned in this explanation of network theory. The hope is that by 

discussing writing issues and techniques with one another and the teacher, the students 

will experience a kind of sea-change—that they will become aware of the considerations 

typically made by more experienced writers in their own writing processes, and that they 

will become increasingly experienced themselves in identifying effective and ineffective 

writing. 

Lester Faigley (1990) writes about his use of Interchange in an elective writing course 

called "Thinking and Writing," and he identifies increased student participation as one of 

its best characteristics. He presents an Interchange transcript in which he and his 

students, along with a graduate student, analyze and discuss an ethnography by James 

Spradley and Brenda Mann called The CocJctail Waitress. The students had an 

assignment to write an ethnography of their own, so this discussion was a kind of 

prewriting activity. Faigley (p. 306) wrote that "not only is the discourse stmcture 

radically different from what goes on in a typical classroom, but so too is the level of 

participation." Instead of just a few dominating students participating, Faigley notes that 

fifteen out of the twenty-one students had contributed to the discussion by message 

twenty-one—there were eighty-seven messages altogether. All of the students had 

contributed by the end of the discussion. Faigley writes that several of his students told 
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him that if the class discussion had not been online, they would not have participated 

nearly as much. One of his students wrote: 

In my freshman English class, two or three people dominated class discussions 
every class meeting. But that was not the case in this class. Everyone was 
allowed an equal chance to participate and ask questions to anyone in the 
room....Without the interaction of the students, this class would not have gone 
anywhere. 

In an argument that the increased participation that online discussion makes possible 

allows students to engage class ideas themselves, Marilyn M. Cooper and Cynthia L. 

Selfe (1990, p. 858) write, "The fundamental value of computer conferences lies in the 

way they enable students to develop their own ways of talking about the concepts 

presented in class with others—or, in other words, in the way they enable students to 

leam through discourse." They explain that most class face-to-face discussions are 

controlled by the few. Face-to-face discourse, for example, is often taken up by teachers 

or dominating students; thus, the few end up telling the many what to think, instead of 

allowing the many to work out and interpret ideas for themselves. 

Janet M. Eldred (1991) writes about the benefits of increased participation made 

possible by asynchronous, after-class online discussions. She explains that in her class, 

students thought that the online discussions were an important part of the course. They 

appreciated being able to see how their classmates interpreted class ideas, and they 

appreciated being able to save those ideas for later reference, especially before exams. In 

addition, Eldred notes that these discussions seemed to help the students bond as a class 

and realize that they could hold valid opinions that differed from hers. She writes (p. 51), 

"The bulletin board thus enhanced our collective understanding of texts, it made available 

in text form differing ideas and analyses, and allowed for full and rich critical discussions 
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outside of class time. English Professor Sheila Ruzycki O'Brien (1994) also used 

asynchronous and after-class online discussion to supplement her in-class face-to-face 

discussions about literature, but instead of a bulletin board, she used e-mail. O'Brien 

found (p. 79) that these discussions "profoundly alter[ed] classroom dynamics by 

heightening student interaction." She explained (p. 80) that she "envision[ed] e-mail as a 

fomm in which students either agree or disagree freely with each other, with me, or with 

course material, and in which students develop ideas that can be employed in class 

discussion as well as in writing assignments." Before class time, O'Brien requires her 

students to participate in an e-mail discussion of the literature assigned for the day. 

O'Brien then prints out these discussions and uses the students' ideas to initiate further 

in-class face-to-face discussion. She noted (p. 85) that after students began participating 

in these online discussions, they increasingly respected themselves and one another as 

"thinkers, writers, and sources of information." She explains that "...students build tmst 

by acknowledging each other's intellectual ability, usually first with support and minor 

disagreement, and then occasional major disagreement...Praise is common in electronic 

conferencing, and respect for peers often spurs students on." 

Education researcher Hansel Burley (1998) conducted a study of online discussion 

that revealed important increased student participation, as well. His study was an 

example of action research, which involves gathering classroom data and reflecting on it 

for the purpose of identifying those class practices that did and did not work. This study 

involved three composition classes. One class was taught without computers; one class 

was taught with stand-alone computers and the software WordPerfect, and one class was 

taught with the Daedalus Integrated Writing Environment (DFWE). In the traditional 
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class, Buriey wrote that the class discussions were usually held between him and a 

handful of the same students. In the class with the stand-alone computers, the only 

discussion among students occurred during the required collaborative paper. Other than 

that forced collaboration, Buriey wrote that students preferred to simply work on their 

papers alone at their workstations. But in the class with DIWE, students used 

Interchange to discuss their ideas with one another even though such discussion was not 

required, just suggested. Buriey (p. 93) wrote: 

What was exciting and fresh was the multiplicity of voices in the classroom. 
When using the computer conference, the class was not dominated by the most 
vocal or confident student; everyone had the chance to test opinion and get 
feedback. And feedback was immediate. Students even cited students, which 
was a source of immense pride for the cited. 

Buriey reported that the papers these students wrote "sparkled with results," as well—that 

they contained much more evidence and audience awareness than the papers in the other 

two classes. He believes these results came from the students' participation in online 

discussions, discussions in which the students became very invested in supporting and 

explaining their ideas to an audience that mattered to them. 

Bump's (1990) students, as mentioned above, also listed improved creativity and an 

appreciation of the ability to save the transcripts of the online discussions for later use as 

benefits of online discussion. These benefits might be tied to their increased 

participation. For example, in explaining why he thought Interchange improved 

creativity, one of Bump's students wrote (p. 56), "Interchange was great, we should have 

done it more. That's where I got most of my ideas," and another one of his students 

wrote, "It helps you to get your own ideas to surface when someone else gives an 

observation about a passage that is familiar to everyone in the class." Many of Bump's 
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students felt that the capability to save online discussion transcripts for later use was one 

of the most important benefits of online discussion. These students used the ideas 

discussed online in their own papers. These comments in both categories seem to 

indicate that the smdents valued the participation of the other students in the class. 

Furthermore, the participation of classmates was useful to them in a concrete way. 

Students used one another's ideas to help develop their own. 

While the increased level of participation in online discussions is largely made 

possible by the role computers play in managing the tum-taking of the participants, 

teachers have also connected increased participation to technology's liberatory potential. 

Teachers have noted that minorities of all kinds may be more comfortable participating 

online, where paralinguistic cues are muted somewhat. In addition, it is sometimes more 

difficult for mainstream students to inhibit the participation of minority students online. 

Greater access to discussion space, muted paralinguistic cues, and increased comfort 

online have also been reported to contribute to a tendency to participate in a more 

personal and emotional way than is the norm in face-to-face discussion. The use of 

pseudonyms can make this tendency even stronger. 

Writing center theorist and compositionist Mary J. Flores (1990) argues that online 

discussions can and should be used to help students make connections between their 

personal experiences and the ideas of the classroom in ways that will enfranchise them as 

powerful co-constmctors of knowledge in society. She uses as an example a female 

student who shared online that she had always hated school because no matter how often 

she asked to be placed in science and shop classes in high school, her counselor always 

put her instead into home-economics and typing classes. Even when she later got into the 
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military, the only way she could get out of the secretarial route was to purposely fail the 

typing tests. Flores writes (p. 106), "The computer conference gave her the opportunity 

to voice her experiences and to make connections and understand her experiences in new 

ways through dialogue with other students." Flores goes on to explain that since writing 

is a social activity, involving the writer, the writing, and the reader, that teachers should 

use online discussions to foster an environment that supports the kinds of social 

interactions conducive to effective writing. She argues that (p. 108) "the networking 

capabilities of computers give us many opportunities to foster such communities, by 

increasing participation and collaboration and recognizing diversity among our students." 

Barker and Kemp (1990, p. 21) explain that the computer, used as a communication 

device, can act as a psychological filter, meaning that paralinguistic cues such as race, 

gender, appearance, and body language are not as apparent when discussing online as 

they are when discussing face-to-face. They explain that this psychological filtering can 

make participating in online discussions more comfortable than participating in face-to-

face discussions for minorities of all kinds. Faigley (1990) also noticed the liberatory 

potential of online discussion in the class that he analyzed. While he noted that social 

hierarchies do not disappear just because students work online, he wrote that discussing 

online did seem to dampen some of the effects of those hierarchies because of a focus on 

the content of the message instead of on the sender of the message—the content, Faigley 

explained, is just more obvious than the sender in the online environment. One of the 

students wrote (p. 307): 

In the beginning I found myself constantiy checking over everything that I typed 
for mistakes. However, at the end of the semester my mistakes did not seem to 
bother me as much. Instead I found myself just trying to get my ideas across. I 
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believe that this was the case with most people. In the eariy Interchange sessions 
the students did not seem to be as open as they did towards the end. This had to 
do with the fact that people sensed that they were not being singled out for their 
specific comments. For example, I can remember a lot of what was said 
throughout this class. However, I cannot tell you who speciflcally said what. 

In addition, a student from Sri Lanka felt greater freedom in communicating online 

because the computer stripped his accent from his ideas. And an Hispanic student, who 

took the pseudonym President Reagan, wrote that he felt the online discussions made 

everyone equal because the computer only showed ideas in one color and print type. 

Compositionist Rebecca Rickly (1999) also found that online discussion does seem to 

"benefit students traditionally disempowered by the university—students on the margins" 

(p. 138). Rickly conducted a study, in part, to see if students participate more online than 

they do face-to-face. Specifically, she wanted to discover whether or not biological 

females, and also those people who adhere to socially constmcted ideas of femininity, 

participate more online than face-to-face. She explains that biology is just one way to 

define gender—that many researchers define gender as adherence to dominant society's 

socially constmcted ideas about what constitutes gender. Rickly studied three classes, a 

control group of basic writers that met only in the face-to-face classroom, and an 

experimental group, two classes that met in a computer-mediated classroom once a week 

to use Daedalus Interchange. These two classes participated in face-to-face discussions 

the rest of the time. She found that students participated much more online and in the 

experimental group than they did off-line and in the control group. Students in the face-

to-face classes contributed only 39.3% of the total class discussion, while the students in 

the online component of the experimental group contributed 89% of the total discussion. 

Interestingly, she found that biological males participated more than biological females 
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online, the males contributing 56.8% of the discussion and the females 32.2%. But those 

students who had been tested as adhering to socially constmcted ideas about femininity 

on the Bem Role Sex Inventory participated much more online than face-to-face. Their 

participation increased from 2% face-to-face to 12.2% online. So using the Bem Role Sex 

Inventory definition, the traditionally marginalized female group did seem to find it more 

comfortable to participate online. Rickly explains that definitions of the marginalized are 

socially constmcted. She argues that it is important, therefore, to conduct research from a 

variety of perspectives to avoid stereotyping "the marginalized" and replicating their 

marginalization with our own skewed expectations. 

Joanne Buckley (1997) wrote about the liberation she experiences when teaching 

online, not because of her gender, but because of her disability. Buckley has cerebral 

palsy and uses a wheelchair. Buckley writes (p. 183) that "...the extension of the 

wheelchair to my body image has a direct impact on how I teach in a classroom and on 

how my students perceive me. The evidence is in the responses I get when engaged in 

disembodied online teaching as opposed to classroom teaching." She explains that on the 

first day of class every semester, students usually assume that she is a student herself. 

Buckley believes the wheelchair and disability are the causes of the confusion because 

she is not young, so students probably do not assume she is a student because she is close 

to them in age. When students do believe she is a student, many of them engage her in 

friendly conversation, but then when they find out she is the teacher, they appear 

shocked. Others engage her in a matemal, intimate way. For example, they call her 

"dear," and then when these students find out she is the teacher, their discourse style 

changes instantiy and becomes much more formal. In contrast, Buckley finds that her 
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students are more able to focus on her discourse online (p. 185): "Online teaching, in my 

experience, enables both smdent and teacher to concentrate on the message without 

undue interference from the physical distractions of the body image and the sense of 

identity that comes with it." 

Interestingly, compositionist Todd Taylor (1997) argued that the computer-based 

classroom provides teachers with unique opportunities to analyze and use paralinguistic 

cues. Taylor explains that African American students do experience racism in society 

today, and that teachers should analyze their Black students' individual responses to that 

racism by studying their paralinguistic cues, and then devise ways to help those students 

using the results of those analyses. He argues that teachers should not essentialize BlacJc 

experience by assuming that they can help all Black students in the same way because 

they have the same experiences and the same responses to those experiences. Taylor 

discussed an analysis he conducted on the paralinguistic cues of three of his own Black 

students. Taylor explained that he identified two students who were having a hard time in 

the class because one of them revealed menu miscue, which results when the teacher tells 

the students to go to a program and one or more students gets lost in trying to get to the 

appropriate place. The other student was identified as having a hard time in the class 

because she exhibited what Taylor called Menu Hypnosis, which is a behavior akin to the 

game-face students put on in the face-to-face classroom when they want to appear to be 

paying attention, but their thoughts are really far away. Finally, Taylor identified a Black 

student who was not having a hard time in the class due to his spontaneous 

collaborations with the Black woman exhibiting menu miscue. This Black man helped 
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the woman out a great deal in class, making sure she knew what was going on at all 

times, and helping her to catch up when she got behind. 

Teachers have also pointed out that online discussions can be used to foster an 

appreciation of diversity among students. Literature Professors Michael Bennett and 

Kathleen Walsh (1997) used an e-mail discussion list to link their two classes and create 

racial balance, Bennett teaches in Brooklyn, New York, and that semester had primarily 

Black students, and Walsh teaches in Bend, Oregon, and had, that semester, primarily 

White students. Both classes focused on African-American literature, and Bennett and 

Walsh wanted their students to have the benefit of diverse perspectives. The two classes 

only discussed one reading. Their Eyes Were Watching God, together. The teachers 

wrote that students in both classes had important insights about cultural diversity and 

audience awareness, but the students in Bend, Oregon perhaps teamed the most. Walsh 

wrote (p. 221), "First and most striking in their [students in Bend] discussions of these 

issues was the dawning awareness that there is not simply one 'African-American' view 

of the issues raised in the book." Walsh also explained that her students became acutely 

aware of audience in discussing ideas with the other students. One student wrote (p. 

222), "You have to think of your wording so as not to discriminate or in any way offend 

these students we haven't met before." Walsh found that the papers her students wrote 

after these discussions showed a great sensitivity to audience—a sensitivity they did not 

show in their other writing. 

Composition and literature instmctor Jonathan Alexander (1997) argues that 

computerized classrooms can be good places to help students explore the cultural 

implications of sexuality because they provide the Worid Wide Web as a means to 
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research the issues, and then they provide synchronous conferencing so that students can 

"...probe the relevance of sexual orientation to all students' lives, whether they are 

lesbian, bisexual, or straight" (p. 208). Compositionist Joanna Castner (1997) warns 

teachers to be careful when presenting highly controversial issues for discussion. She 

explains the difference between intergroup and interpersonal relations—when intergroup 

relations are invoked, students will communicate on the basis of their group membership, 

and these communications can result in the same kinds of prejudices and discriminations 

occuring outside the classroom in society at large. She argues that teachers, therefore, 

should present such controversial issues as issues to be explored instead of as platforms 

to accept or reject. Teachers who have overt platforms will likely spark intergroup 

behavior, and this behavior could result in the reproduction of societal discrimination in 

the classroom, thus hurting the very students those teachers set out to enfranchise. She 

explains that online discussions can be used to mute the authority of the instmctor, 

however, thus allowing students to explore the issues without feeling that an agenda is 

being imposed upon them. 

Greater access to discussion space, muted paralinguistic cues, and increased comfort 

online have also been reported to contribute to a tendency to participate in a more 

personal and emotional way than is the norm in face-to-face discussion. Poet and writing 

teacher Priscilla Orr (1998) incorporated an asynchronous, and outside-of-class 

discussion component to her graduate poetry seminar using VAX Notes. She writes (p. 

104) that "...it is clear to me that the connection developed in this class, the growth in the 

work, and the depth of the level of discourse shared within the group would not have 

been possible without the conference." Orr explains that she needed another discussion 
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fomm for her class because she could see that there were important issues to be discussed 

that could not be discussed in the limited amount of face-to-face class time. In particular, 

Orr wanted to discuss writing craft with her students because when she was a student 

herself, one of her professors had told her, "When you finish one poem, you can never be 

sure there will ever be another." She was haunted for a long time with the fear that 

writing relied on sporadic inspiration instead of hard work, and she wanted to be able to 

share her experiences and knowledge about craft with her students. So she initiated a 

discussion about the idea of the muse with her students, and the discussion was very 

emotional and personal because it focused on the fears that students had about the writing 

process, and according to Orr, the students felt less inhibited about discussing these fears 

because they were writing online instead of discussing face-to-face. O'Brien (1994), who 

required her students to discuss the assigned literature through an e-mail discussion list, 

also reported that students felt comfortable discussing the issues on a more personal level 

online. She explains that students made many more connections between the literature 

and their personal lives than they did in face-to-face discussions. Eldred (1991) also 

noted the tendency for students to be more open in online discussions than in face-to-face 

ones. She writes (p. 49) that: 

On-line conversations are usually much more forthright than face-to-face 
encounters; people of equal status and rank in an organization or classroom tend 
to do away with the niceties and to offer their opinions more readily. Even when 
there is a clear hierarchical stmcture, such as teacher-student or manager-
employee, people seem willing to take more 'risks' on-line, to express themselves 
more freely. 
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The Difficulties 

Even though the studies above point to the potential to have highly participatory, 

liberatory, and meaningful class discussions online, the use of the technology does not 

ensure those benefits—both teachers and students have to work to make them happen, as 

teachers discovered almost as soon as they discovered the benefits. Thus, many teachers 

have been conducting research to try to discover the best ways to facilitate online 

discussion. This research suggests that while teachers have teamed much about such 

facilitation, there is still much to be teamed. 

Gail E. Hawisher and Cynthia L. Selfe (1992), for example, conducted a study to 

examine the online discourse in two undergraduate grammar classes. The study was 

designed to analyze the power relationships in each class. One class was taught by 

Hawisher, and one class was taught by Selfe. The instmctors did not participate in the 

online discussions, which were asynchronous and after-class. The researchers did not list 

the software used. The students in each class participated in these asynchronous 

discussions for ten weeks. For five weeks, the students used their own names, and for the 

remaining five weeks, they used pseudonyms. The most interesting finding was that even 

though neither Hawisher nor Selfe participated in the online discussions, Hawisher was 

the most referenced person in her students' discourse, as was Selfe by her students (p. 

26), They explain that Hawisher had been interested in fostering an environment in 

which she and her students were co-leamers, and Selfe had been interested in liberatory 

pedagogy, Hawisher's students talked a great deal about the kinds of participation going 

on in the face-to-face component of the class, participation consistent with Hawisher's 

goals for she and her students to become co-leamers, and Selfe's students often discussed 
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the possibility of resisting the status quo, a discussion topic in keeping with Selfe's 

interest in and focus on liberatory pedagogy, Hawisher and Selfe explain that they both 

saw the role of these discussions (p. 26) as "places where students should feel free to 

discuss topics brought up in class, ideas about grammar that they come across ouside of 

class, or questions they have in connection with the readings," Both teachers felt that the 

discussions provided such a space and that students discussed those issues productively. 

However, since the students referenced their own ideas so much, Hawisher and Selfe 

argued that the students' purpose for participating was to "convince their teachers that 

they're worthy, thinking students, something which certainly has value in itself but may 

not be what we expected" (p, 27), Hawisher and Selfe call for teachers to become 

teacher/researchers so they can investigate the best ways to foster leaming through online 

discussion. Thus, even though these teachers provided computer-mediated, teacherless 

spaces for the students to use in order to explore class ideas, constmct knowledge, and in 

general make sense of the class ideas in their own way, the students did not take 

advantage of those spaces as they had hoped, Hawisher and Selfe believe that they 

underestimated their own influence as authorities in their respective classes, and they are 

not sure how to decenter that authority further so that their students can think more for 

themselves, nor are they sure that this is possible. The problem is that when teachers give 

students a more active role in their own education by providing online discussion space, 

the students have to take on that added responsibility. Teachers are not sure yet how to 

facilitate this process. 

Susan Romano (1993) discusses a variant of this issue in her argument that minority 

students have to claim their marginalized status before their online discussions can be 
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tmly egalitarian. She explains that while there have been a number of reports that online 

discussion can provide an egalitarian space through which marginalized students can 

confront stereotypes and constmct, with other students, more complex ideas about what it 

means to be, for example, a woman, a Black woman, a disabled man, students may refuse 

to "speak as" the marginalized, thus short circuiting that possibility. Furthermore, 

Romano highlights the complex relationships among the marginalized students, the 

dominant students, and the teacher, explaining that each student understands the 

expectations of his/her classroom audience differently with each new message appearing 

online. In this way, students and teacher influence one another's contributions. So, for 

example, if a marginalized student refuses to identify with her marginalized status, and 

instead inserts a message that reifies stereotypes, a dominant student may respond to that 

writer in kind. Then the other marginalized students, seeing the dominant student's 

messages, may in tum feel even more strongly against claiming their status. Thus, each 

participant in the online discussion is responsible, in part, for the nature of the discussion. 

Romano also gives an example about her own responsibility for inadvertently shutting 

down productive discussion. She explains that teachers bring their own institutional 

agendas into the discussion, and sometimes these agendas can influence participation in 

negative ways. For example, Romano, in one of her online discussions, noticed that her 

insistence that students discuss the readings in terms of Toulmin's logic had taught 

students to reduce those readings to one claim. Romano had been fmstrated with her 

students for failing to explore the readings' ideas in all their complexity until she realized 

that she herself had trained them to be reductive. Thus, every online participant 

influences the nature of the discussion, sometimes inadvertently. It is important for 
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teachers, therefore, to become aware of their own institutional biases and the effects of 

those biases on the discourse of their students. Similarly, teachers should leam effective 

mediating techniques so that they can help students move past stereotypical, 

uncomplicated, and unreflective discussion online, 

A description of another class whose teachers [there were two] stmggled as they tried 

to determine the nature of their mediating role online was given by Sibylle Gmber 

(1995). Gmber was a graduate student in this particular class, a graduate composition 

seminar. One of the course objectives was to use online discourse. Interchange and e-

mail, to increase student interaction and provide a means for egalitarian discussion. The 

requirements of the course related to its online discussion were required weekly reaction 

papers posted to the e-mail discussion group, participation in the e-mail discussion group, 

and participation in the in-class discussions, some of which were held online. Gmber 

outlines the instmctors' roles (pp. 63-64): 

The instmctors, according to the questionnaire, saw their roles in the classroom 
mainly as facilitators and discussion leaders, Jill Krantz [one of the instmctors] 
also pointed out that the goal was to provide a collaborative and decentered 
environment that would allow for a 'more egalitarian classroom,' thus embracing 
a pedagogy that would give a voice to all class members. E-mail was considered 
a way to enhance this goal. 

The initial attitude of the students toward the technology, as well as problems with the 

assignment for the e-mail discussions, caused problems immediately. Many of the 

students were not familiar with e-mail, and they did not have easy access to computers. 

In addition, the instmctors had a hard time setting up the class e-mail discussion list, and 

they did not actually make it work until the middle of the semester. These problems 

caused resentment of the assignment requirements involving online discussion. In 
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addition, the instmctors' assignment to post weekly response papers through e-mail was 

not a good use of the technology. It took a great deal of time to read each paper, and the 

length and style of the papers, which were formal, did not invite discussion. So right 

away, Gmber explains that e-mail did not meet the instmctors' or the students' 

expectations (p. 65): "Instead, it excluded and silenced those who were uncomfortable 

with the technology itself, those who did not have easy access to computers, and those 

who were uneasy with expressing their ideas on e-mail," 

Soon after the middle of the semester, however, the students held a very productive 

in-class and online discussion through Interchange, The prompt, Gmber explains, was 

interesting to many of the students. It involved the question about whether or not 

hypertext represented a new way of thinking. In 45 minutes, seventeen students had 

posted 167 messages. However, at the end of the session, one of the female participants 

noticed that the men in the discussion had not addressed the topic at all, but complained 

about difficulties they were having in the class, while the women in the class had spent 

all their time discussing the Interchange discussion prompt. She wondered if this 

interaction pattem said something about the way men communicated when under 

pressure. This discussion continued on the e-mail discussion list, and ended up offending 

many of the men in the class, and silencing others who felt the topic was too emotional to 

discuss. Many of the women, however, felt the e-mail list was finally living up to the 

instmctors' expectations to provide an egalitarian and student-centered discussion space. 

Finally, one of the instmctors interceded and expressed dismay online at the female 

discourse that she believed was silencing the men. This instmctor message was viewed 

by some as unwarranted teacher interference and by others as long-overdue mediation of 
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a discriminatory discussion. Regardless of the students' opinions, no one participated 

online much after that. An interview with the other instmctor revealed that both had 

stmggled a great deal in trying to figure out what their role should be as the conflict grew. 

He explained that finally, they decided that "instmctors have some responsibility to be 

leaders, of one kind or another, and sometimes that means exercise the power" (p. 73). 

But Gmber believes the teachers relied initially on the technology to mediate the online 

discussions. They did not, therefore, see a need to establish clear roles for themselves or 

their students online—they did not clearly articulate that part of their pedagogy, in other 

words, and the lack of a clear pedagogy led, in large part, to the problems plaguing the 

course. Gmber writes (p. 74), "It would be premature to characterize the technology as 

'liberatory' and 'egalitarian' if we are not prepared to use CMC in connection with a 

teaching approach conducive to technology and change." While the students described 

here had much to do with the confrontational nature of the online discourse, the teachers' 

confusion about how to design and implement online discussion assignments, as well as 

their confusion about their own role as mediators in the online environment, contributed 

to the problems Gmber presented here. Their weekly reaction posting assignment did not 

encourage interaction, as they planned; they had many problems setting up the 

technology, which created resentment, and then they seemed to opt out of their planned 

mediating role once the technology was working and the students discussing, although 

Gmber indicates that the teachers simply may not have understood what this role should 

entail. 

Writing center director and compositionist Robert P. Yagelski and technical 

communication and rhetoric specialist Jeff Grabill (1998) describe two classes with 
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problems caused by similar confusions. These researchers studied the relationship 

between the online and face-to-face discourse in two writing classes, as well as the 

student and teacher roles within each type of discussion. The teachers of these classes 

did not design, implement, or mediate the online discussions well; therefore, they were 

largely unproductive. The first class was "Communications 456, Advertising and 

Copywriting," and the second was "Introduction to ProfessionalWriting." The 

communications class communicated online through a newsgroup, and the English course 

used a listserv. In the communications class, 56,9% of the face-to-face discourse was 

contributed by the instmctor, who lectured, questioned the students, responded to student 

questions, and gave instmctions. Lecturing, though, took up 42.4% of the overall 56.9%. 

Student-centered discourse, including student responses to the teacher, student questions, 

student comments, and small-group discussion made up 27% of the face-to-face class 

discourse, and the remaining 16.1% of the discourse included the discussions the teacher 

had with individual students as they worked on their projects individually. Yagelski and 

Grabill write (p. 22): 

During most class meetings., .all but a few minutes of class time were devoted to 
lecture, during which few students spoke at all. Field notes indicate that even 
when students did speak in class, it was almost always to ask brief questions of 
clarification or to respond to the instmctor's questions in ways that did not deviate 
from her predetermined lecture topics. 

In the English class, however, 58.3% of the in-class discourse was made up of small-

group discussions or individual student/teacher discussions. Teacher discourse made up 

36.4% of the discourse. Thus, the English class was more student-centered and 

interactive than the communications class in the face-to-face environment. As a result of 

these figures, the researchers expected the English class online discourse to be more 
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student-centered than that of the communications class, in keeping with the face-to-face 

percentages, but the results were more complex. 

In the communications class, the students participated consistentiy throughout the 

semester. The students were required to post one message a week, which counted as 10% 

of the final grade. The teacher explained to the students ways that they could participate. 

Her list included (p, 29): 

analyzing questions about course concepts; analyzing the concept under 
discussion; describing your experience of how course concepts are applied or 
misapplied in practice; discussing the ethical ramifications of current advertising 
practices you observe; introducing a topic of your own that you think is pertinent 
to advertising copywriting. 

The teacher did not, however, lay out a plan for determining the quality of the 

messages—she simply gave credit for participating once a week. As a result, only 60.7% 

of the messages had a tenuous relation to the course; one third of the messages had no 

relation to the course, but the messages were described by the researchers as chatty and 

lively. Yagelski and Grabill conclude that even though the online discourse is more 

interactive than the off-line discourse, the discourse in the two mediums is similar 

because it is marked by short, superficial student comments. The online discourse from 

the English class was, on the other hand, more teacher-centered, even though their in-

class discourse was more student-centered. The teacher posted more messages than any 

one of the students, and most of the students responded to him instead of one another. 

The teacher in this class did not assign credit for online participation in the syllabus, but 

he encouraged it. As the course progressed, however, the teacher required the students to 

post their joumal assignments, worth 10% of the final grade, online. These joumal 

assignments were to be responses to the class readings. Once the students began to post 
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these responses online, the teacher could see that the students weren't interacting, so he 

explained that he wanted the students to discuss the readings instead of merely to respond 

to them online. But this discussion never progressed—the students never understood the 

assignment differently than the way the teacher presented it at the beginning of the 

semester. Furthermore, he never explained a clear policy for the evaluation of the 

students' online participation. The students finally stopped participating altogether after 

the second half of the course, Yagelski and Grabill conclude that (p. 32) "how the 

instmctors set up, assigned, and managed the CMC components of their courses seems to 

have played a key role in shaping students' online participation." This more recent 

research suggests that teachers are still working to find the best ways to facilitate 

effective online class discussions. These teachers, at least, did not have a clear idea of 

how to design, implement, or mediate online discussion. Their confusion was matched by 

the students', who were not guided well toward productive behavior. 

Given the powerful potential of online discussion technologies to create decentered, 

active student environments, teachers are uncertain about how much of their 

institutionally inscribed power to exercise through their online mediating role. The 

students in Yagelski and Grabill's study were not guided very clearly, but teachers are 

unsure about how much of a guide they should be. This problem becomes more serious 

when students, in taking advantage of the more student-centered environments, become 

abusive to others, Compositionist Margaret Daisley (1994) discusses this issue. She 

points out that online discussion fomms seem to encourage literacy games. For example, 

students often delight in dialectic, debate, and question and answer online. Daisley 

speculates that students may feel pleasure when winning a rhetorical point, or they may 
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use language games to feel connected to one another, that connection also potentially 

causing pleasure. The idea behind the latter speculation, she explains, is that if students 

use online discussion ",,.as a tool for social interaction through language, a breakdown of 

boundaries between the individual-subjective self and the social-communal self will be 

the result" (p, 112), An egalitarian environment, then, is the hoped for outcome of the 

breakdown: "Everyone, it is presumed, will have the opportunity to be heard; everyone 

will have a voice" (p. 112). However, Daisley writes that language games can also be 

agonistic and confrontational—not at all egalitarian. It is when students engage in these 

kinds of games that teachers are uncertain about how to or whether or not to intervene. 

One of the main points of language games, Daisley explains, is to socially constmct the 

mles of the game, and constmcting these mles is empowering. Teachers are tom 

between wanting students to take this power and become proficient literacy "players" and 

keeping the classroom a safe place for all students, Daisley writes (p. 116), "Teachers 

can sometimes act as over-protective monitors on the playground, though students have 

many ways of working out these issues for themselves—by protecting each other, as well 

as by challenging each other," Daisley in general believes that teachers should allow 

students as much freedom as possible as they discuss, debate, question, etc. online, 

Alison Regan (1993) would disagree. She believes that teachers are responsible for 

protecting students against discrimination in the classroom. Regan describes a class she 

taught in which she used Daedalus Interchange for class discussions. She writes (p. 12), 

"We imagine that once free from bodily constraints (beyond typing speed and facility 

with language), we and our students will find new freedom of expression; yet, instead of 

serving as a tool of liberation, the computer medium can become a tool of oppression." 
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She explains that when students were discussing which topics on an approved list she 

passed around might be interesting for the next writing assignment, a group of students 

began discussing the topic "homosexuality" in a very threatening and discriminatory way. 

Regan points out that student and teacher roles become more fluid online because the 

traditional markers of teacher authority are missing. Students are not facing the teacher, 

for example, and the teacher does not choose who will speak and when. She explains that 

this more decentered classroom has great benefits, but also potential problems, as when 

some of the students participate in a way that shuts down the participation of others. In 

this particular class, Regan writes (p,18) that: 

Filled with the rhetoric of the decentered networked classroom, I was reluctant to 
set an authoritarian tone so early in the semester. I was uncertain of my rights as 
the instmctor and of my responsibilities to my students, and I was uncertain of 
how to tum my classroom into a place where positive gay and lesbian rhetoric 
counters homophobia. 

But after reflection, Regan decided that in failing to alienate the discriminating students, 

she may have alienated gay and lesbian students instead, so she believes that it is 

important for teachers to take an active role in shaping online discussions so that 

everyone will feel free to participate. 

Similarly, Susan Claire Warshauer (1995) argues that teachers have a responsibility to 

the class to make the online discussion space as free from exclusionary rhetoric as 

possible. She believes that in order to mediate the online discussions effectively, teachers 

must prepare the students for productive behavior off-line, maintain an active mediating 

presence online, and then add even more contextual and complicating discussion to the 

online medium when the students are gone so they can come back to class and read those 

further comments the next time. Warshauer describes a model of online teacher response 
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given to her through a personal communication from Locke Carter, one of the three 

designers of Daedalus Interchange, the program she uses, and then she adds one more 

response type to the model. Carter's model includes the following four types of online 

teacher response (p. 99): 

Passive response. The teacher lets the students converse with and police each 
other. 
Participatory response. The teacher comments as participant in discussion, but 
not in a 'supervisory' manner. 
Intervening response. The teacher comments on remarks made by students to 
redirect or to set the terms of discussion, or to ask pointed questions. 
Dominating response. The teacher may ask everyone in the class to halt 
discussion until the teacher has written a response—essentially asking them to 
stop 'talking,' and making them 'listen' on the screen until the teacher has said 

what she or he wants the students to hear." 

Warshauer (p, 100) adds a fifth response type: '"Outside response. The set of actions a 

teacher takes beyond the time frame of the realtime discussion to encourage the 

conversation to move in a particular direction." Warshauer writes that Carter noted, 

"...although an instmctor's interaction may be considered 'participatory,' with slight 

guidance offered during the class discussion, the actual involvement of the instmctor may 

be underestimated as much preparation work occurs before class when the instmctor 

determines the curriculum and particular assignment" (p. 100). She explains that "it is 

this outside response work that I emphasize as playing a larger role in influencing 

discussion; the instmctor's responsibility extends to this outside arena to guarantee the 

pedagogical usefulness of the realtime networked discussions" (p. 100). Warshauer is 

largely concemed here with reducing the possibility of prejudicial discourse online— 

discourse that could both keep others from participating and hinder productive 

discussion. She gives examples of what she does before, during, and after each online 
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discussion by describing her assignment to discuss Bent, a play that focuses on 

homosexual experiences in Worid War H. For this particular assignment, Warshauer first 

gave a lecture conceming historical constmctions of sexual orientation. Next she worked 

with discussion groups to develop what she considered to be productive discussion 

prompts. This process weeded out potentially discriminatory discussion topics. During 

the online discussion, she wrote intervening and participatory comments to steer the 

students away from exclusionary comments and toward those comments she believed to 

be more productive. Finally, after class she added even more comments to the online 

discussion to counter those prejudicial comments she didn't catch during the discussion 

itself, and to provide more complications of traditional, stereotypical ideas about 

homosexuality. 

One of the themes present in this article, as well as in Hawisher and Selfe (1992), 

Romano (1993), Gmber (1995), Yagelski and Grabill (1998), and Regan (1993), is that 

the teachers are not the only ones in the online classroom unsure of their roles. Students, 

too, seem to be uncertain of their more active role in online discussions, and teachers are 

unsure about how to help them. The students in Hawisher and Selfe's classes tried to 

meet the expectations of the teachers. It is clear that they wanted to please them, but they 

were unsure how. The students in Romano's and Regan's classes did not know much 

about online etiquette. As a result, the nature of some of the students' contributions 

excluded others, taking away from the potential productivity of the discussions. 

Warshauer's mediating style suggests that students need a great deal of intervention to 

leam to participate productively. And in the Gmber and Yagelski and Grabill classes, the 

teachers did stmggle with their own roles, but the students did, too. The students in 
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Gmber's class even made participation style a major topic of discussion. The women 

believed that the men were not, for some reason, able to address the discussion topics 

substantively, and the men believed that the contributions of many of the women were 

oppressive to them. And in the Yagelski and Grabill study, one class only participated 

superficially—they did not know how to initiate or explore substantive class issues, and 

the other class did not understand how to go about interacting online. This is an issue 

that compositionist Pamela Takayoshi (1994) discusses, as well. She addresses gender 

specifically, and argues that simply providing women with access to discussion space 

does not address the deeper roots of discrimination issues. Takayoshi writes (p. 32), 

"Pattems of interaction deeply entrenched within a patriarchal system cannot be 

undermined simply by offering access to a new medium." She explains that failing to 

acknowledge and work against those patriarchal pattems of interaction will result in the 

replication of those same pattems online. Furthermore, Takayoshi believes that women 

will have to be taught how to take advantage of the increased access to discussion space 

provided by online mediums. She writes (p, 32), "Just because women are offered a 

'safe' space in which to speak does not mean they will know how to do so,.. we must 

help our students to ease into discourse spaces and roles they may not be familiar with." 

Thus, it is important for teachers to realize that they will not be able to put students online 

without some kind of pre-instmction and then mediation and expect their goals for the 

online discussions to be met, 

Compositionist Patricia R. Webb (1997) also argues that teachers must help students 

understand and take advantage of the new roles online discussion technology can provide 

them. She writes (p. 85), "If we assume that they [the students] will automatically see the 
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revolutionary potentials Interchange has for providing them contact with their audience, 

we will be disappointed again and again as students use technology to support their usual 

perceptions of self and of writing." Webb describes several classes she taught in which 

the students were asked to analyze, through Daedalus Interchange, the composing 

processes of various authors. Webb hoped that after participating in online discussions 

themselves, students would come to understand, through their own first-hand experiences 

and the descriptions of the experienced authors' composing processes, the collaborative, 

intertextual nature of the writing process. She was disappointed, though, when the 

students in each one of those classes judged the collaborative writing processes described 

by the authors as plagiarism. The students still believed, Webb explains, that the only 

valid, creative ideas were those conceived in isolation. Ideas did not count for them, in 

other words, unless they thought of them all by themselves, Webb could see, in addition, 

that the students were not connecting their online discussions with their own composing 

processes. They did not see their online role as Webb envisioned it. Webb wanted the 

students to be collaborative knowledge constmctors and use the knowledge they created 

to help them as they composed. Students were not taking the ideas they created together 

online to their own papers, though, because they believed that doing so would constitute 

some kind of plagiarism. Webb argues, therefore, that teachers must explain the uses to 

which technology can be put in the writing process from the very beginning of the course. 

Otherwise, students will replicate their traditional, humanist understandings in the online 

environment, hindering them from taking advantage of the social/collaborative 

opportunities working online can provide, Webb explains (pp. 77-78): 
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Once we engage their perceptions and assumptions, we can teach students to use 
the technology to collaborate with one another, to question their assumptions 
about writing, and to expand their concept of audience. Relying upon the hype 
without critiquing it will reproduce the classroom we claim network technologies 
challenge. 

In short, even though online mediums make different kinds of interactions possible, their 

uses in terms of the writing process are not always evident to students. Students bring 

their own assumptions and past class experiences with them to the network, and left 

unchallenged, those assumptions and experiences may simply be played out in much the 

same way, but online instead of face-to-face, 

Christyne A, Berzsenyi (1999), a specialist in technical communication, rhetoric, and 

women's studies, discusses many of these same issues. She writes that students come to 

computer-based classes with experiences and training that do not always translate well 

into the online discussion environment. First, it is the experience of most students that 

teachers are the authorities and arbiters of leaming, not students. Therefore, teachers who 

use online discussion fomms have to retrain students to work effectively in their new role 

as active leamers. Second, many students now come to online discussion fomms with 

extensive public chat room experience, Berzsenyi explains that the roles students often 

play in these chat rooms are not appropriate for the classroom. Her studies of chat room 

discourse indicate that it is overly agonistic and often lewd. Her technical 

communication students explained that they do not envision real people as their audience 

in chat rooms—the messages that appear, in other words, are just disembodied machine

like output to them, so it does not seem to matter how mdely they respond. Clearly, this 

is not the kind of attitude teachers want students to have in classroom chats. In an effort 

to retrain students as active leamers in the online discussion environment, as well as to 
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give students a sense of ethical responsibility towards their own online contributions, 

Berzsenyi created a continuum of interiocutor behavior for students to use both as a tool 

for the analysis of online discourse, as well as a model for their own online contributions. 

In short, this continuum marks four types of online behavior, from hostile, hierarchical, 

and agonistic, all the way down to empathetic. Berzsenyi has her students engage in 

several online discussions, and then she has her students analyze their participation using 

her continuum. In a second exercise, Berzsenyi has her students role play various 

participation styles listed on the continuum. The result, according to Berzsenyi, is a 

greater student awareness of the ways they might go about productively, collaboratively, 

and ethically constmcting knowledge online. Interestingly, Berzsenyi does not advocate 

one type of participation over another. She helps her students see that certain contexts 

necessitate different kinds of participation. 

Research Ouestions and Preview of Methods 

The above research indicates that teachers are still leaming how to facilitate online 

discussions effectively. The present study is an effort in that tradition. The primary 

question this project seeks to answer is, how can teachers facilitate class discussion 

online as effectively as possible? This research should be of use to both compositionists 

who teach in computer-based classes and those who teach distance courses of other kinds. 

The online discussions from five computer-based writing classes, two technical writing 

classes, one creative writing class, and two first-year composition classes were 

analyzed—in all, 404 pages of transcripts. The two technical writing classes were my 

own. Not included in the 404 pages were online activities other than class discussions 
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such as answers to exercise questions or practice paragraphs or one-on-one peer reviews. 

This study focused instead on those discussions that involved more than two people who 

participated online to explore through discussion concepts and techniques and writing. 

Step 1 of the Study: Which Online Discussions 
were the Most Dialogic? 

The first step in analyzing the online discussions consisted of designing a method to 

measure the degree to which the discussions under analysis met the primary goal of all 

class discussion, which is, as discussed in Chapter I, the collective constmction of 

knowledge. All of the literature in the second section of this chapter was essentially 

concerned with the factors that hindered the constmction of knowledge in the online 

discussions. The idea in the present study was that first, those discussions studied must 

be sorted according to which of them best met the primary goal. Then, the characteristics 

of those discussions could be analyzed for clues as to what factors might have contributed 

to their success or failure with regards to that goal. Both the evidence of and the process 

of this student constmction of knowledge will be referred to as dialogicality, a term that 

comes from Russian theorist Mikhail Bakhtin. This particular part of the study will be 

discussed in greater detail in Chapter III, but a preview will be included here. Bakhtin 

explains the process of the social constmction of knowledge in a way particulariy useful 

when thinking about online discussion. In The Dialogic Imagination, Michael Holquist, 

a professor of comparative literature, and Caryl Emerson, a professor of Slavic languages 

and literatures, explain dialogism: "Everything means, is understood, as a part of a 

greater whole—there is constant interaction between meanings, all of which have the 
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potential of conditioning others" (1981, p. 421). The interaction takes place through 

language, or utterance, as Bakhtin would write, and the result, ideally, is conditioned, 

changed, or new ideas—new knowledge—leaming. Bakhtin writes, also in The Dialogic 

Imagination, "...another's discourse, if productive, gives birth to a new word from us in 

response" (pp. 346-347). When students and teacher interact online, the hope is that the 

messages appearing first will condition the later messages written—that the students will 

use one another's messages to build new ideas of their own or explore in greater depth 

the ideas presented previously. Each successive message, then, ideally, should become a 

part of that greater whole that Bakhtin describes. Bakhtin explains that (p. 279): 

The dialogic orientation of discourse is a phenomenon that is, of course, a 
property of any discourse. It is the natural orientation of any living discourse. On 
all its various routes toward the object, in all its directions, the word encounters an 
alien word and cannot help encountering it in a living, tension-filled interaction. 

It is tme, though, that some discourse is more dialogic, or more interactive and 

productive than others. The hope is that class discussion is highly dialogic. Teachers try 

to foster such interactions for the sole purpose of student interaction and knowledge-

making. In that sense, then, class discussion is not just any discourse—it is orchestrated 

by teachers to be productive in a way that other kinds of discourse are not. 

In order to measure dialogicality, a two-part coding system made it possible to pinpoint 

every productive independent clause—every clause, in other words, that inspired or 

provoked a response from someone else later in the online exchange, whether the 

response was in the form of a direct address or a reference to the productive clause. 

Then, those discussions with many productive clauses were described as highly dialogic 

discussions, discussions that contained a great deal of evidence that the students 
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constmcted knowledge in the online exchange and thus met the primary goal of class 

discussion. 

Step 2 of the Study: What are the Characteristics of 
Those Discussions with Different Degrees of Dialogicality? 

Once the most dialogic discussions were identified, as well as those discussions that 

were less so, it was hoped that analyzing their characteristics would yield more clues to 

the primary research question: how can teachers facilitate online discussions effectively? 

This analysis involved three further coding levels, which will be outiined in detail in 

Chapter 3, but a preview will be included here. First, the discourse patterns of the online 

discussions were analyzed. Much of the research described above explains that one of 

the primary benefits of the online discussion is that it dismpts the traditional teacher-

centered pattem of discourse. This pattem is usually described as the initiate-respond-

evaluate pattem in which the teacher stands at the front of the classroom and asks a 

question; then she chooses a student to answer; the student responds, and then the teacher 

evaluates that response. In the online discussion, the teacher can write discussion 

prompts and ask questions online, but he cannot then regulate tum-taking procedures as 

he had before, which supposedly makes possible more interactive patterns. So this part 

of the study was designed to determine the nature of the discourse pattems in the online 

discussions. The hope was that this part of the study would reveal suggestions for teacher 

mediating techniques that would foster more interactive pattems. As the literature above 

describes, many teachers are unsure of their role as mediators. They are unsure about 

how much of their own discourse, as traditional authorities, to impose in the digital 
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environment that supposedly has the possibility to decenter authority and allow more 

student interaction and knowledge-making. These teachers, represented in the literature 

review by Romano (1993), Regan (1993), Hawisher and Selfe (1992), Gmber (1995) and 

Yagelski and Grabill (1998), ended up opting out of a mediating role at all in their fear of 

imposing their authority online, thus mining the possibilities for creating teacher-centered 

discourse pattems. They were all unhappy with the results of their hands-off policy, 

however. The teachers reporting on their own classes, Romano, Regan, and Hawisher 

and Selfe, all explained that they would take a more active role in their next classes, 

although none were specific about what that role would involve. Identifying and 

analyzing the discussion pattems of highly interactive classes was hoped to provide some 

suggestions for effective mediating techniques. The research question for this part of the 

study was: How does online discourse pattem? This question, and the questions that 

follow in the remainder of this section, were those used in the analysis of the discussions 

revealed to have varying degrees of dialogicality. And all the questions as a whole were 

designed to answer the overarching question of the dissertation, how can teachers 

facilitate online discussion as effectively as possible? 

Finally, in addition to suggesting mediating actions, the final part of the study sought 

to offer suggestions for a productive mediating style. In other words, two different 

teachers may take the same actions online, such as intervening when a student contributes 

something discriminatory online, but they may use different styles to do so. An 

interesting line of research in education posits that an informal teacher discourse style 

may foster greater student-to-student interaction and thus greater student knowledge-

making. The teacher/researchers mentioned in the previous paragraph were unsure about 
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their own online style, of course, thus deciding not to intervene in any way, Takayoshi 

(1995), Warshauer (1995), Webb (1997), and Berzsenyi (1999) all argue that teachers 

should play quite an active mediating role, but they do not discuss the possible effects of 

the ways that teachers might present themselves through an active role. Due to the 

uncertainty regarding mediating roles in general, it was thought that pursuing the 

education research on teacher style might reveal further useful suggestions. The 

foundational work in this area was conducted by educational researchers Courtney 

Cazden (1986), and Hugh Mehan (1979), Cazden left the Harvard Graduate School of 

Education to teach and study this class, and Mehan accompanied her. They both wrote 

books reporting the findings of the study, which analyzed all the discourse in a cross-age 

elementary classroom. One of their most important findings was that in small group 

cooperative environments, teachers talk more informally than they do when lecturing or 

leading whole-class discussion. They argue that this less formal teacher talk, which is 

more spontaneous and creative, is a significant factor in that environment's higher level 

of student interactivity. 

Two groups of educational researchers studying online discourse also based their 

study on Mehan and Cazden, Education researchers Terence C, Ahem and Judi Repman 

(1994) studied the online discourse of 65 students in an undergraduate introductory 

educational theory and policy course. The students received extra credit for participating. 

They used IdeaWeb, a software program that allows students to choose a topic from a 

topic map and then contribute their own message to that map, to facilitate asynchronous, 

small group discussion. Each small group had five to six members. The instmctor 

selected a topic of discussion, and each student had to respond twice during a three week 

62 



period to receive extra credit. The researchers report that the online discussion was 

highly interactive, and they argue that it was the informal teacher-talk and the small 

group environment of IdeaWeb that encouraged that interaction. It is not clear if the 

researchers believed that the informal teacher-talk created the informal online 

environment, or if the online environment influenced the teacher to use more informal 

discourse. Also, it was not clear what "informal" teacher-talk consisted of in this case. 

Educational researchers Terence C. Ahem, Kyle Peck, and Mary Laycock (1992), 

others building on the Cazden and Mehan research, researched the effects of online 

teacher style on online student discourse. Their study was quasi-experimental in that they 

assigned each one of three teachers in the study a different mediating style. One teacher 

was assigned a question-only style. This style involved asking pre-planned questions all 

having factual answers from the textbook. For example, one of the questions was: "Why 

does Glickman say school reform is a joumey into the unknown?" Another teacher used 

a statement-only style. All comments of this style were pre-planned and guided students 

toward the teacher's own interpretations of the class content. An example of this style 

was: "Curriculum must respond to the needs of every strata of society. If we don't get 

involved in the changes we are likely to be unhappy with the outcome of others making 

decisions on our behalf" The last teacher used a conversational style, which was 

characterized by informal and spontaneous questions and statements made as they were 

appropriate during the course of each online discussion. The comments were not pre

planned and aimed at the entire class—they were always made to individual students. 

The researchers found that the informal, spontaneous style produced more student 
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participation, with greater interaction and more message support than the other two 

styles. 

Thus, there is some precedent for the idea that the style of teacher comments online 

might affect the level of student interactivity, but not enough research has been done to 

assert this argument confidentiy. The results of the Ahem and Repman study were 

inconclusive, and while the results of the Ahem, Peck, and Laycock were more 

conclusive, their study was so artificial that it is unclear whether or not their findings 

would hold if the teachers did not limit themselves to one kind of teacher style. The 

studies were provocative, however, and so a revised form of the Ahem, Peck, and 

Laycock study was incorporated into this one. Their coding system was adopted for the 

last part of the study with some revisions. While the unit of analysis in the Ahem, Peck, 

and Laycock study was the message, this study, as explained further in Chapter Three, 

used the independent clause as the unit of analysis so that changes in style could be 

measured from clause to clause. Sometimes, for example, in this study, teachers included 

a pre-planned question to the group with a comment or question aimed at one individual 

student, all in one message. Since this was not a quasi-experimental study, but a 

qualitative study conducted after the discussions were already finished, such mixed style 

was fairiy common. The "question only" category was also changed to a "formal 

question" category, and instead of requiring that the instmctor ask for a specific 

interpretation or fact, it only required that the message was a question for the entire class. 

The reason for this change was also due to the qualitative, after-the-fact nature of the 

study. It was difficult to tell when the instmctors in the study were looking for a specific 

interpretation. Similarly, the "statement only" category was revised, becoming the 
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"formal statement" category, and the only requirement for clause inclusion was that the 

statement be addressed to the entire class instead of to an individual. Finally, the 

"conversational" category was separated into the "conversational questions" category and 

the "conversational statements" category. In order to be coded into these categories, the 

questions or statements had to be made to individuals, not to the entire class, but there did 

not need to be further evidence that the messages were spontaneous as opposed to pre

planned. Thus, the operational definitions for the four categories explained above are: 

Formal Ouestions—Formal questions are teacher prompts directed to the class as a 

whole. 

Formal Statements-Formal statements are all teacher messages other than 

questions directed to the class as a whole. 

Conversational Ouestions—Conversational questions are teacher questions 

directed to either one student or a small group of students, but not to the class as a 

whole. 

Conversational Statements—Conversational statements are teacher statements 

directed to either one student or a small group of students, but not to the class as a 

whole. 

The formal questions and formal statements categories were also used to analyze student 

messages that initiated online discussion. Students had the responsibility of initiating 

online discussion in two of the courses included in this study, and in these cases, the 

initiating messages were coded into either the formal question or formal statement 

category. 
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Ahem, Peck, and Laycock also coded each student message into a "supported" or 

"unsupported" category, using the message as the unit of analysis. The goal for this part 

of the study was to determine whether or not teacher message style affected the quality of 

student interaction. Student interaction quality was measured by analyzing message 

support. According to their definitions, supported messages contained claims backed 

with examples from personal experience or outside authorities such as textbooks or 

research articles. Unsupported messages contained opinions but no such backing. The 

present study adopted this part of their methods without revision. Ahem, Peck, and 

Laycock's operational definitions for those categories include the following (1992, p. 

298): 

Unsupported-response based on an opinion such as, "I agree that there is going to be a 
big problem in determining what the basics are," which makes no explicit reference to 
experience or an extemal authority such as the assigned text. 
Supported-response supported by personal experience, such as, "I came from a small 
school (75 kinds in my class).,." or by other authorities, such as relating the comment 
to an extemal text or event such as, "This is like the video we saw in class,..." 

Thus, the analysis presented in the previous section was used to answer the following 

questions: 

• Does the style of teacher messages affect the amount of student interaction? 

• Does the style of teacher messages affect the amount of student message support? 

• Does the style of the initiating message affect the amount of student interaction? 

• Does the style of the initiating message affect the amount of student message 

support? 
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Step 3 of the Study: Situating the Results 
of the Analyses 

After conducting the coding analyses described above, I situated the findings in the 

context of each overall interaction by using Morton Flate Paulsen's (1995) breakdown of 

the teacher's moderating role and Berzsenyi's (1999) continuum of interiocutor 

relationships, Paulsen explains that the teacher's online moderating role has three 

aspects, the organizational, the social, and the intellectual. The organizational role 

includes the teacher's responsibility to explain the expectations she has for the online 

discussions, the procedures the students should use in meeting those expectations, and the 

reasons the students should be conducting online discussions in the first place. The social 

aspect of the teacher's moderating role consists of the responsibility to make participating 

in the online environment comfortable, as well as indicating to the students that their 

contributions are valued. If students do not feel comfortable or valued, they may not 

participate at all. Finally, Paulsen explains that the teacher's intellectual role involves 

highlighting issues important to the class and encouraging greater exploration and 

discussion of those important issues. The results of the coding analyses will be situated, 

in part, in terms of these three aspects of the teacher's moderating role. While the results 

of the coding analyses are useful, they cannot present a total picture of the online 

discussions because, in a sense, they are decontextualized numbers. Thus, the results 

must be situated. They will also be situated using Berzsenyi's (1999) continuum of 

interiocutor relationships. The teacher is not the only one who contributes to the 

discourse of the online discussions—teachers and students constmct that discourse 

together, and Berzsenyi's continuum provides a way to analyze those joint constmctions. 
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The continuum contains four relationship types that can be created online: agonistic, 

hierarchical, dialectical, and empathetic. Agonistic relationships are often, according to 

this continuum, rather hateful. They are characterized by hierarchical relations wherein 

one person or a group maintains a dictatorial relationship over others, Berzsenyi writes 

(p, 233), "Within the agonistic relationship, there are two primary models of interaction: 

one interiocutor as aggressor over others, or all interiocutors as aggressors." The 

hierarchical point on the continuum is similar in nature to the agonistic, but it is a bit 

more moderate. When one person or a group displays hierarchical behavior, s/he or they 

contribute very opinionated, didactic, and critical messages, Berzsenyi explains that 

interaction of this kind is typically marked by one or more people contributing a great 

deal of information, criticism, correction, and prescription, while the others just send the 

occasional message in a more passive role. The next point on the continuum is marked 

by dialectical relationships. These relationships are highly interactive with low levels of 

conflict and authoritarian behavior. Within these relationships, participants ask questions 

for clarification so that they can explore the issues more substantively. Berzsenyi writes 

(p. 233), "Power dynamics among dialectical participants are primarily egalitarian and 

cooperative but with the conflict that can accompany intellectual inquiry and 

disagreement," The last point on the continuum is the empathetic. These relationships 

are highly interactive and supportive. Participants are not at all agonistic; instead, they 

ask questions in order to draw out the viewpoints of the other participants. In addition, 

this point on the continuum is marked by many messages of praise for one another's 

ideas, and those participating value peace and mutual understanding. This continuum 

was useful for taking the findings of the coding analyses and complicating them further 
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with regards to the overall context of the interaction. Examples and further discussion of 

this part of the study will be provided in Chapter IE, 

Brief Preview of the Findings and Conclusion 

The above-described analyses suggest that the elements making up online discussions 

are complex and interdependent. Problems in one area seem to affect the others 

negatively, as well. Thus, this dissertation will argue that teachers must pay close 

attention to each aspect of their moderating role, as well as the nature of the relationship 

they constmct with their students. Neglect of any of these areas can cause problems for 

the whole. The next chapter describes the research design and methods in detail. 

Chapters IV and V discuss the study's main findings, and Chapter VI concludes the 

dissertation and discusses implications for further research. 
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CHAPTER m 

RESEARCH DESIGN AND METHODS 

The present dissertation research was conducted through a qualitative design. Using 

educational researcher Sharan B, Merriam's (1998) typology of qualitative study types, 

the dissertation is a multi-case study. Merriam explains that a study is a case study as 

opposed to a basic, or generic qualitative study if the object of study can be bounded: "If 

the phenomenon you are interested in studying is not intrinsically bounded, it is not a 

case" (1998, p, 27), The present study is made up of a collection of five case studies, 

thus multi-case. Each case is bounded first because each class represents a separate 

leaming environment, and second because there are a finite number of online class 

discussions in each class. If there is a limit to the object of study, the requirement for 

"boundedness" is satisfied. The notion of being bounded does not mean that related 

context (other aspects of the class, in this case) is not studied, as well. For example, the 

written assignments for the online discussions will be factored into the study, but the 

object of study is still the online discussion in each class, and the amount of online 

discussion in each class is a bounded phenomenon, as are the separate classes themselves. 

There is an advantage to conducting multi-case as opposed to single-case analysis—in 

the multi-case analysis, the researcher can compare the cases in a cross-case analysis, 

extracting pattems that occur across cases, which is what is done in the present study. 

Such findings may be relevant to more readers. Diverse cases are often chosen, as they 

are in this study, so that a wider variety of people may be able to identify with one or the 

other of the cases and its findings. The first part of this chapter describes qualitative 
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studies, as well as their uses, and the second part outlines the methods used in the present 

study. 

Qualitative Research. Description 
and Advantages 

Most books on qualitative methods contain an outiine of the basic characteristics of 

qualitative research; here will be combined the most important characteristics from three 

of those books. Sociologists Steven J. Taylor and Robert Bogdan (1998), education 

researcher Sharan B, Merriam (1998), and education researcher Egon G. Guba (1993) 

explain that qualitative research is inductive, flexible, holistic, and creative. In the 

following paragraphs, the advantages of qualitative research in general will be discussed, 

as well as the advantages of choosing a qualitative design for this particular study. 

First, qualitative research is inductive. As Taylor and Bogdan (1998, p. 7) write, 

"Qualitative researchers develop concepts, insights, and understandings from pattems in 

the data rather than collecting data to assess preconceived models, hypotheses, or 

theories," This characteristic of qualitative research fit the purposes of this study because 

there was no hypothesis to test, only questions that could be answered by an analysis of 

pattems in the data. Next, qualitative research is flexible. Qualitative designs develop, 

for example, as researchers ask new questions, encounter unexpected problems, and 

gather surprising data. As a result, it is not appropriate to outline a set of rigid methods 

before the study begins (Taylor & Bogden, 1998, p, 25), While this study began with a 

design and methods, the methods changed many times throughout the course of the study. 
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Qualitative research is also holistic-qualitative studies focus on contexts, in other words. 

The most important point about a holistic design is that, as Bogden and Taylor (1998, p. 

8) explain, the objects of study are not reduced to variables: "When we reduce people's 

words and acts to statistical equations, we can lose sight of the human side of social life." 

Further, as in the case of the present study, the namre of the interaction that had occurred 

in the online discussions simply could not be reduced to numbers. There are numbers in 

the study, but it is clear that they are meaningless without reference to the the online 

discussions they represent, as well as larger contexmal factors such as the course topic 

and syllabus. But a qualitative design adds richness to findings because of its focus on 

context. Finally, qualitative research is creative. While the philosophical roots of 

quantitative research are in positivism, and those roots sometimes confuse those who try 

to design and read qualitative research from that perspective, Guba (1993, p. xiv) 

explains that ",,,naturalistic findings are, rather, literally created through the 

hermeneutic-dialectic interaction between and among the inquirer and various implicated 

groups,,.." (A naturalistic study is another term for a qualitative study.) Thus, those who 

undertake qualitative research do not believe that there is an unchanging Tmth to be 

uncovered through research. Instead, qualitative findings and discussion are created by 

the interactions among the researcher, the data, and any other participants in the study. 

Data is filtered through the perspectives of both the very human researcher(s) and the 

humans participating in the study. 

Although qualitative research findings do not rely upon statistical signifance, they do 

offer understanding rooted in rich, complex context. As Merriam (1998) asks, for 

example, which researcher understands the high school drop-out better—the researcher 
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who knows 100 drop-outs only as variables, or the researcher who knows five drop-outs 

personally, having spent an entire year focusing specifically on the problems and 

challenges they face? Merriam's question, in addition to pointing to the rich nature of 

qualitative research, highlights the idea that, in the end, all data, whether in the form of 

quantitative variables or qualitative words, must be interpreted by a person who filters 

those interpretations through unique experiences and biases. Qualitative researchers 

acknowledge that all data must be interpreted, and all interpretations are socially 

constmcted. Merriam (1998, pp. 202-203) includes a relevant excerpt from a book about 

a scientific expedition to the Sea of Cortez, and it is worth repeating here: 

The Mexican sierra has 'XVn-15' spines in the dorsal fin. These can easily be 
counted. But if the sierra strikes hard on the line so that our hands are bumed, if the 
fish sounds and nearly escapes and finally comes in over the rail, his colors pulsing 
and his tail beating the air, a whole new relational extemality has come into 
being—an entity which is more than the sum of the fish plus the fisherman. The 
only way to count the spines of the sierra unaffected by this second relational reality 
is to sit in a laboratory, open an evil smelling jar, remove a stiff colorless fish from 
formalin solution, count the spines, and write the tmth 'D.XVn-15-lX.' There you 
have recorded a reality which cannot be assailed—^probably the least important 
reality conceming either the fish or yourself.. .The man with his pickled fish has set 
down one tmth and has recorded in his experience many lies. The fish is not that 
color, that texture, that dead, nor does he smell that way. 

Triangulation 

Positivist, quantitative researchers must satisfy requirements for the intemal and 

extemal validity of their studies, as well as their reliability. While these concepts are not 

relevant to qualitative research, it is necessary to make the qualitative study as credible 

and ethical as possible. This is done through triangulation, which refers to "using 

multiple investigators, multiple sources of data, or multiple methods to confirm the 
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emerging findings" (Men-iam, 1998, p. 24), Using multiple methods in a qualitative 

study can help ensure the credibility and sound ethics of a study. For example, in the 

present study, multiple levels of content analysis are used, but in addition to those 

methods, the findings are situated in the larger context of the course. When joined 

together, these two methods complicate the findings and ensure that simplistic answers to 

complicated questions are not put forward. 

This section explains why the positivist concepts of intemal validity, extemal validity, 

and reliability are not relevant to qualitative research, the concepts that are relevant to the 

credibility and sound ethics of a qualitative study, and finally, the methods used to 

triangulate the present study. 

Intemal Validity 

Positivist researchers work to ensure the intemal validity of their studies, A study is 

intemally valid if it tmly measures reality. One must, however, believe that there is an 

objective reality to measure to be concemed with this concept. Merriam (1998, p. 202) 

writes: 

One of the assumptions underlying qualitative research is that reality is holistic, 
multidimensional, and ever-changing; it is not a single, fixed, objective 
phenomenon waiting to be discovered, observed, and measured as in quantitative 
research. Assessing the isomorphism between data collected and the "reality" from 
which they were derived is thus an inappropriate determinant of validity. 

But one page later, Merriam discusses intemal validity in terms of the qualitative study. 

She believes that well-triangulated studies have intemal validity because they capture a 

more holistic view of the object of study. And if qualitative researchers believe that 

reality is constmcted from the interactions among the researcher, the participants, and any 
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other data, then obtaining as many perspectives as possible means that we are 

"measuring" our reality. 

However, Merriam here uses positivist terms to try to justify the worth of qualitative 

research. Having a well-triangulated study means the researcher has made the study as 

credible and ethical as possible, but it does not mean the researcher has come closer to 

Tmth of any kind. If the goal is holistic description, then triangulation helps achieve this 

goal, and this makes the study more credible. In addition, including other perspectives, 

another form of triangulation, could make the study more ethical, especially if those 

perspectives come from the marginalized. But all interpretations are ultimately 

researcher constmctions, both the well- and the not-so-well-triangulated studies. Guba 

(1993), in her forward to a research methods guide written by educational researchers 

David A. Erlandson, Edward L, Harris, Barbara L. Skipper, and Steve D. Allen, argues 

against those who continue to try to justify qualitative research using quantitative, 

positivist terms. He explains that the two methods simply come from different 

philosophical roots: 

The naturalistic paradigm [qualitative paradigm] is incommensurable with 
positivism in the same way that the notions of flat earth and round earth are 
conceptually incommensurable. By "incommensurable" is meant that no common 
points of reference exist to which differences and conflicts among paradigms may 
be submitted for resolution. It is the basic problem of reductionism that it assumes 
just such common points. The reader must constantly resist the temptation to call 
naturalistic inquiry to account in positivist terms,... 

Thus, qualitative researchers cannot look to intemal validity for the justification of their 

studies. 
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Reliability 

Reliabihty refers to the replicability of a study. Qualitative research is never 

replicable, so measures of reliability are not relevant or appropriate (Merriam, 1998, p. 

205), Qualitative researchers study contexts, and contexts are not replicable. 

Extemal Validity 

Extemal validity refers to generalizability, the ability to apply the findings of one 

study to similar cases with a satisfactory degree of statistical certainty (Merriam, 1998, p. 

207). Of course, qualitative studies meet none of the statistical standards for 

generalizability. But, positivists would ask, if the results of qualitative studies are not 

generalizable, what good are they? Among the different opinions, Merriam (1998, p. 

209) lists the idea that results of qualitative studies are working hypotheses that can be 

used to make decisions about how to act in situations similar to the ones studied. In 

short, the idea is that readers of qualitative research will be able to extract what 

educational researcher F, Erickson (1986) calls concrete universals that can be used as 

they make decisions of their own conceming similar situations. Merriam (1998, p. 210) 

writes, "The idea that the general resides in the particular, that we can extract a universal 

from a particular, is also what renders great literature and other art forms enduring." 

Triangulation of the Present Study 

Thus, the results of qualitative studies cannot be discussed in terms of intemal 

validity, reliability, or extemal validity. They can only be discussed in terms of 

credibility and sound ethics. And the only way established so far to achieve these 
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attributes is to triangulate. This study triangulates by using multiple methods. These 

methods consist of five content analysis coding levels that produced a great deal of data 

that was then contextualized using two other methods, an analysis of the coding data in 

terms of the three aspects of the teacher's moderating role as outiined by Morton Flate 

Paulsen (1995), and an analysis of the coding data in terms of the continuum of 

interlocutor relationships designed by Christyne A. Berzsenyi (1999), These methods will 

be discussed in greater detail in the section dedicated to methods below. Finally, the 

written assignments for the online discussions were used help contextualize the results of 

the coding data, as well. The coding data alone was not able to encompass elements of 

context that might complicate its findings. Therefore, without this contextualization, the 

findings would have been simplistic, and therefore not credible. For example, one of the 

coding levels might show an online discussion to be highly dialogic, but that analysis 

alone is not capable of explaining what kind of knowledge was created through that 

dialogic activity. It might not have been very significant knowledge. But discussing the 

findings as they are situated within the larger context of the purpose of the overall course, 

the purpose of the assignment, the specific content of the interchange, and the nature of 

the interlocutor relationships makes them more meaningful and credible. 

Research Methods 

Before moving to the detailed description of the research methods, this section 

overviews them so it will not be so easy to miss the overall purpose of the methods 

amidst the detail of the following section. This dissertation project was undertaken to 

find answers to the following overarching question: How can writing teachers move 
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class discussions online effectively? In order to answer this question, the online 

discussions from five classes were analyzed-two technical writing classes, one creative 

writing class, and two first-year composition classes. In all, 404 pages of transcripts were 

analyzed. The two technical writing classes were my own. Not included in the 404 

pages were online activities other than class discussions such as answers to exercise 

questions or practice paragraphs or one-on-one peer reviews. This study focused instead 

on those discussions that involved more than two people who participated online to 

explore through discussion concepts and techniques and writing. 

The first part of the project, as explained in the previous chapter, consisted of 

measuring dialogicality, which was used as one indicator of the degree to which the 

students in the discussions studied collaboratively constmcted knowledge, the primary 

goal of all class discussions. Dialogicality, a term from Russian theorist Mikhail 

Bakhtin, essentially refers to the leaming and creativity that comes out of productive 

interaction. Holquist and Emerson, in The Dialogic Imagination, explain dialogism: 

"Everything means, is understood, as a part of a greater whole—there is constant 

interaction between meanings, all of which have the potential of conditioning others" 

(1981, p, 421). The interaction takes place through language, or utterance, as Bakhtin 

would write, and the result, ideally, is conditioned, changed, or new ideas—new 

knowledge—leaming. Bakhtin writes, also in The Dialogic Imagination, ".. .another's 

discourse, if productive, gives birth to a new word from us in response" (pp. 346-347). 

Thus, one indicator of those discussions productive of new ideas is dialogicality. A two-

part coding system made it possible to measure dialogicality. This coding system 

pinpointed every productive independent clause—every clause, in other words, that 
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inspired or provoked a response from someone else later in the online exchange, whether 

the response was in the form of a direct address or a reference to the productive clause. 

The first coding level mentioned above is called the intermessage reference analysis, 

and the second is the initiate-respond pattem analysis. The intermessage reference 

analysis determined the density of references and direct addresses in each online 

discussion. A reference is simply a referral to another message, whereas a direct address 

would involve participants specifying intended audiences by name. The second coding 

level, the initiate-respond pattem analysis, determined which independent clauses 

initiated later discussion, responded to earlier discussion, or both responded to earlier 

discussion and initiated later discussion. 

Once the most dialogic discussions were identified, as well as those discussions that 

were less so, it was hoped that analyzing their characteristics would yield suggestions for 

others who want to create effective online discussions themselves. This analysis 

involved three further coding levels and these levels' interactions with the previous two 

to answer the following questions: 

• How does the online discourse pattem? 

• Does the style of teacher messages affect the amount of student interaction? 

• Does the style of teacher messages affect the amount of student message support? 

• Does the style of the initiating message affect the amount of student interaction? 

• Does the style of the initiating message affect the amount of student message 

support? 

The third coding level is the intermessage analysis, which makes use of a rhetorical 

content category system from Wayne Butier's (1992) composition dissertation and 
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education researchers Lorena F. Ruberg, David M. Moore, and C. David Taylor's (1996) 

study of the pattems in online instmctional discourse to label the content of each message 

in the discussions systematically. This level, with the intermessage reference analysis 

and the initiate-respond pattem analysis, combined to reveal pattems in the online 

discussions. The analysis was designed to find out how students interacted and when 

teachers mediated. The intermessage analysis was particularly helpful in characterizing 

third moves in discussions that exhibit what are called in this study remediated initiate-

respond-evaluate sequences. The term remediated comes from Bolter and Gmsin's 

(1999) discussion of the ways that new media evolve out of and against older media. In 

short, IRE sequences did occur online, but they were exhibited a bit differentiy. For 

example, instead of one student answering each teacher question, all students would reply 

at once online. Then a teacher would either come back and reply in a third move to the 

students' replies as a whole, or individually in a series of quick messages directly 

addressed to individuals. This level, along with the first two, combined to answer the 

question listed above: How does online discourse pattem? This third coding level also 

supports the fifth coding level, the level that determines whether or not a student message 

is supported or unsupported. Messages that have a great many clarification-elaboration 

clauses, clarification-elaboration being one of the content categories, can be said to have 

good support, as clarification-elaboration clauses are those clauses that add detail or 

explanation to other clauses. 

The fourth coding level was used to characterize the nature of teacher messages and 

student topic initiations, and the fifth coding level, the analysis of student message 

support, interacted with the fourth to determine whether or not teacher message style or 
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initiation prompt style affects the level of student message support. There were four 

possible categories in coding level four: formal statements, formal questions, 

conversational statements, and conversational questions. Formal statements and 

questions are those teacher messages or student topic initiations made to the entire class. 

Formal statements and questions are usually planned in advance of the online discussion. 

Conversational statements and questions are those teacher messages and student topic 

initiations that are made to individual students or small groups of students, and they are 

made as the discussion progresses. In other words, conversational statements and 

questions are usually not planned in advance of the online discussion, they simply arise in 

the course of the discussion. At the end of the coding process, then, levels four and five 

were compared to see if the style of teacher messages or student topic initiations affected 

the level of student message support. These levels were used to answer research 

questions 2-5: Does the style of teacher messages affect the amount of student 

interaction? Does the style of teacher messages affect the amount of student message 

support? Does the style of the initiating message affect the amount of student 

interaction? Does the style of the initiating message affect the amount of student 

message support? 

While the data from these coding levels was descriptive, interpreted solely, it yields 

simplistic answers. Thus, the data from the coding analyses are contextualized with 

Paulsen's (1995) breakdown of the teacher's moderating role and Berzsenyi's (1999) 

continuum of interlocutor relationships in online discourse, Paulsen's breakdown of the 

teacher's moderating role includes the organizational, the social, and the intellectual 

roles, Berzsenyi's continuum of interiocutor relationships includes points that start from 
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very agonistic and authoritarian relationships to empathetic relationships that emphasize 

collaboration and mutual support, Paulsen's breakdown of the moderating role and 

Berzsenyi's continuum provide a way to situate the coding data from each discussion 

within a larger context. Using these multiple methods allowed for a more sophisticated 

analysis able to bring under consideration a larger number of relevant elements. 

Materials Analyzed 

The online discussions of five writing classes were analyzed, a total of 404 pages of 

transcripts. Two of the classes were my own—both technical writing classes, one taught 

in the summer of 1997 and one taught in the summer of 1998. All online discussion from 

these two courses was analyzed. Also analyzed were a creative writing course taught by 

Teacher 2 in the spring of 1997, a first-year composition course team-taught by Teachers 

3 and 4 in the fall of 1997, and a first-year composition course taught by Teacher 5, also 

in the fall of 1997, The breakdown of the number of pages analyzed for each instmctor is 

as follows: 75 pages from my 1997 course, 146 pages from my 1998 course, 53 pages 

from Teacher 2's course, 57 pages from Teachers 3 and 4 course, and 73 pages from 

Teacher 5's course. Not included in the 404 pages were transcripts of activities other 

than class discussions. While many kinds of activities can be conducted online, this 

study concentrated solely on discussions. Thus, activities such as answers to exercise 

questions or practice paragraphs or one-on-one peer reviews were not included in the 

study. The present study was concemed with those discussions that involved more than 

two people who participated online to explore through discussion concepts and 

techniques and writing, 
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Selection of the Courses for Study 

In the spring of 1997, the instmctors at Texas Tech who would be teaching computer-

based courses the following fall semester were e-mailed and asked if they would 

participate in the current dissertation project by saving all online class discussions for 

study. Teachers 2-5 agreed to participate, and I had several years of my own course 

transcripts available, as well, I chose my 1997 course because I was surprised at how 

much control I seemed to have kept in those discussions, and I was interested in 

comparing those transcripts with the transcripts of my 1998 course. In that course I had 

experimented with giving students sole control and responsibility for the online 

discussions every day. Teachers 2-5 rounded out the study well as they represented two 

first-year writing classes and one creative writing class. With these additions to the 

study, every kind of writing class taught in the English department was represented. 

Selection of Transcripts for Closer Study 

Only the first two coding levels were used to analyze all 404 pages. Once this analysis 

was complete, information-rich discourse sessions from each class were chosen for more 

detailed analysis. As education researcher and expert in qualitative methodology Sharan 

B. Merriam (1998, p. 61) explains, the goal of the researcher when choosing samples for 

a qualitative study is to choose samples that will reveal as much as possible about 

whatever is under study. In this part of the study, it was important to analyze a wide 

variety of transcripts. In other words, it was important to analyze transcripts of 

discussions with different characteristics. Thus, the selection criterion for the 

information-rich samples was maximum variation. Education researcher Miles Q. Patton 
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(1990, p. 172) explains that findings from "a small sample of great diversity [can yield] 

important shared pattems that cut across cases and derive their significance from having 

emerged out of heterogeneity." This selection criteria was important because one of the 

goals of the study was to extract suggestions for teachers by looking for pattems that cut 

across the online transcripts under study. Instmctors in the study held different kinds of 

discussions even within one class. For example, Teacher 5 had different WebBoard 

conferences set up, and each conference exhibited a different kind of discussion. A 

discussion that focused on sorting out definitions that would be important to the class was 

chosen for analysis from this class because it was the only transcript with a discussion of 

definitions. A session from Teachers 3 and 4, a team-taught class, was chosen because it 

was an example of a smaller group discussion as opposed to a whole-class discussion. 

Teacher 2's discussions were similar to one another, but they were different from all the 

discussions in the other four classes in that they seemed to exhibit very informal, 

conversational exchanges, so one of his was simply chosen randomly. All of the 

discussions from my later technical writing class were similar, so one of those was 

chosen randomly, as well. They were quite different from the discourse in the other 

classes, it seemed—each message was quite long. But a collection of shorter discussions 

from my eariier technical writing class was chosen because they seemed, upon cursory 

examination, to exhibit IRE sequences. In the end, a diverse and interesting collection of 

transcripts on which to focus more closely was gathered. 
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Coding Level 1: Intermessage Reference Analysis 

The intermessage reference analysis was used to determine the density of references 

and direct addresses in the online discussions (to determine dialogicality), as well as to 

begin to sort out pattems in the discourse. This method was developed by education 

researchers James A. Levin, Haesun Kim, and Margaret M, Riel (1990) for these very 

purposes. The analysis involves reading an online discussion and noting the students 

being referenced and/or addressed, as well as the students doing the referring and 

addressing. All online transcripts were analyzed using this method. Levin, Kim, and Riel 

used the message as the unit of analysis, but I found, as did education researchers Lorena 

F, Ruberg, David M, Moore, and C, David Taylor (1996), who also used this method, that 

designating the message as the unit of analysis is problematic because in one message, 

several people may be referenced and/or addressed. Thus, the independent clause was 

chosen as the unit of analysis for this part of the study instead. While designating the 

independent clause as the unit of analysis was not a perfect solution, since there were 

some messages consisting only of a word or phrase, these cases were surprisingly small. 

One more category was also added to this system. Levin, Kim, and Riel, as well as 

Ruberg, Moore, and Taylor simply wrote, for example, X, in message _ referenced Y 

from message _, But the need to add "addressed" to this one-category system arose. Not 

all writers simply referred to others. Many directly addressed them. It was necessary to 

be able to distinguish those messages and students who were merely referenced from 

those who were directiy addressed. This was especially important in an examination of 

how students responded to prompts and prompters. There needed to be a way to 

distinguish, for example, between students who referenced the initiating message but also 
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addressed the rest of the class, and those who addressed the initiator specifically to the 

exclusion of the rest of the class. In other words, did the students discuss the subject of 

the prompt with one another, or did they consider the online discussion a question/answer 

fomm in which the teacher or prompt initiator asks a question and everyone else 

answers? Finding a way to sort this out helped to determine pattems in the discourse. 

In addition, the intermessage reference analysis was used to analyze dialogicality in 

online discussions, Dialogicality, a term derived from Bakhtin, refers to the potential of 

an utterance to inspire or provoke response in another. Those utterances that do inspire 

response are said to be productive, according to Bahktin (1981), and the response is said 

to be a creative new word. In other words, the response is conditioned by previous 

utterances, and it is a product of the creative integrations of those utterances. 

Dialogicality is indicated, in part, in this study, by the density of references and direct 

addresses because that kind of density points to interactivity, and interactivity, according 

to Bakhtin, is the kind of discursive environment conducive to dialogic relations—where 

there is interaction, there is the potential for utterances to condition one another. The 

next coding level, the initiate-respond pattem analysis, adds a layer of specificity to this 

one by pinpointing those independent clauses that in fact do condition others. 

Coding Level 2: 
Initiate-Respond Pattern Analysis 

Each individual clause was initially coded into an initiate, response, or evaluate 

category, a method gleaned from Ruberg, Moore, and Taylor (1990), and Levin, Kim, 

and Riel (1996), After coding the first two levels, it was believed at first that all of the 
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interactions could be described as remediated versions of the traditional IRE pattem. 

There were always initiating messages; there were always responses to those messages, 

and there were, in most cases, third moves that could most definitely be considered 

evaluative moves. This across-the-board characterization eventually became untenable 

because in some cases students routinely performed the initiating and evaluating moves. 

While most of the educational researchers who served as models for the present study did 

write that students could, theoretically, perform the initiating or evaluating role in the 

traditional IRE instmctional sequence, and rare instances of this were reported, these rare 

performances still had to be accepted and mediated by the teacher. Routine student 

initiations and evaluations, uncontrolled by a teacher, simply cannot be discussed in the 

same terms as the traditional, face-to-face IRE pattem, even in remediated form. 

In addition, a focus solely on larger discourse pattems seemed increasingly superficial, 

although that focus was the primary goal when the study first began—before its many 

mutations. This feeling most likely came about as a result of changes made to the 

methods appropriated from Levin, Kim, and Riel (1990), and Ruberg, Moore, and Taylor 

(1996), It was impossible to code at the level of the message, as they did. For example, 

one message might easily contain six sentences, and each sentence could very well 

reference a different person, or function as an initiation in one sentence, a response in 

another, and an evaluation in still another, yet the above researchers coded entire 

messages into discrete categories. This was unworkable in the present study, so the 

independent clause was made the unit of analysis instead. This shifted the focus to the 

rich micro-interactions taking place across messages—micro-interactions that could not 

be discussed solely in terms of message to message patteming. Important s udent work 
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could be seen at this micro-level, however, and a way to analyze and discuss it 

systematically was needed. 

An article by a researcher in communication studies, Per Linell (1990), provided such 

a method. Drawing from Bakhtin, he explained that every utterance, theoretically, 

functions as both an initiation and a response, something that will be discussed near the 

end of this section. It was determined that changing the first level coding categories from 

initiate, respond, evaluate to initiate, respond, and a combined initiate/respond category 

would allow a more accurate analysis of two things. The first was the complex nature of 

the message to message patteming. Deleting the evaluation category from the level two 

pattem analysis would mean that the level three content category analysis could be used 

to better characterize those third moves—they wouldn't be forced into an evaluation 

category that wasn't quite appropriate in all cases. Second, instituting the initiate, 

respond, and initiate/respond categories would add a layer of description to the first 

coding level, and these combined levels would allow a systematic analysis and somewhat 

objective explanation of what was determined to be pedagogically important 

dialogicality—in other words, the first two coding levels could be used to show degrees 

of dialogicality in the online discussions. Framed with Bakhtin's theories, this 

dialogicality could be used as a sort of qualitative measure of leaming, and serve as one 

indicator of productive online discussions. Then, the characteristics common to those 

discussions with the highest degree of dialogicality could be isolated and then discussed 

in light of their larger classroom contexts and other relevant research. 
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Coding Level 3: Intermessage Analysis 

The intermessage analysis, the third coding level, makes use of a revised version of 

the rhetorical content categories developed by Wayne Butier (1992) for his dissertation. 

The Social Construction of Knowledge in an Electronic Discourse Community, and 

revised and used by Ruberg, Moore, and Taylor in their study of online discussion. This 

analysis was used, in part, to describe systematically those third moves in remediated IRE 

instmctional sequences. Butier developed a classification system in order to analyze the 

content of the online discussion messages he was studying. His content classification 

system consists of 11 categories: assertion, definition, consensus building, challenging, 

questioning, clarification, qualification, replying, acknowledgment, topic initiation, and 

off-topic. Ruberg, Moore, and Taylor adopted Butier's system after modifying it. They 

write that they modified Butler's system, ending with 10 categories out of Butler's 12, 

but Butler only had 11. It seems that they attributed their category "evaluation" to Butier. 

In any case, Ruberg, Moore, and Taylor's revised system includes the following 

categories, which were adopted for the present study after even further revision: question, 

reply, consensus building, evaluation, topic initiation, assertion, acknowledgment, off-

task, qualification/definition, and clarification/elaboration. 

Ruberg, Moore, and Taylor's "evaluation" category was kept so that the third moves 

in remediated IRE sequences could be placed there if they fit the operational definition. 

The category "qualification/definition" was re-separated because the two terms are not 

equivalent. An operational definition of each is included in the next section. The 

clarification/elaboration combination was kept, however, because it was impossible to 

decide between the two when coding. Ruberg, Moore, and Taylor also deleted the 
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"challenging" category, and their change was kept for this study because it was hard to 

distinguish among "challenging," "assertion," and "question" in the coding process. It 

was decided that the messages that might have been coded in the "challenge" category 

would be discussed in a description the overall tone of the discussion, if appropriate. Also 

deleted was the category "reply" because categorizing the kind of reply was more 

descriptive (example, a reply that was an assertion or evaluation), and because the 

intermessage reference analysis took care of designating who was writing to whom. The 

last category deleted was the "consensus-building" category. Most messages were, in an 

important way, attempts to build consensus in that they had agreement as their goal. 

Thus, the difficulty came in needing to put most messages in the "consensus-building" 

category as well as one other—"consensus-building" is simply too ubiquitous to be a 

category. Finally, one more category, "flame," was added because there was some 

flaming in the online discussions, and these clauses did not fit into any of the other 

categories. Thus, the category system used for the present study included 10 categories: 

question, flame, evaluation, topic initiation, assertion, acknowledgment, off-task, 

qualification, definition, and clarification/elaboration. 

Operational Definitions of the Content Categories 

The following operational definitions of the categories were referenced as the coding 

process proceeded. None of the researchers included operational definitions, so these 

were written by me. 

Question-Questions include any independent clause having as its purpose to 

inquire. Questions do not have to be punctuated with question marks to be coded 
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into the question category. Exception: Questions that function as topic initiators 

are not coded as questions. They are coded into the "topic initiation" category, 

Flame-Flames include any clauses used to convey hostility toward one or more of 

the discussion participants. Example: "From many people: you do not respect 

others opinions. Flame/ believe whatever you want. Flame/" 

Evaluation-Evaluation clauses are those clauses used to appraise the comments or 

work of one or more of the discussion participants. Example: "Christy: It was a 

great idea to put a titie. Evaluation/" 

Topic Initiation—Topic initiation clauses are those clauses used to introduce a 

topic or question for discussion. Example: "Get out your specialized text and 

translate it for the class. Topic Initiation/" 

Assertion—Assertion clauses are clauses used to make a claim or state a position. 

Example: "I wouldn't like every story to have this kind of ending. Assertion/" 

Acknowledgment—Acknowledgment clauses are those clauses used to admit the 

tmth of something or to admit agreement with a basic idea. Example: "Andrea, it 

may have been common for fighting to develop more in their relationship. 

Acknowledgment/ but can you honestly say that by making it that mushy it is 

more interesting? Question/" 

Off-Task-Clauses that are off-task do not address subjects related to any topic 

initiation clause. Example: "How old do you think I am? Off-Task/" 

Qualification-Qualification clauses are those clauses used to express an 

exception to a mle or a modification of something like a definition or a position. 

91 



Example: "I do not like the climax at the end usually Assertion/ but this story 

had closure so it was okay Qualification/" 

Definition-Definition clauses are those clauses used to explain the meaning of a 

term. Example: "Conversation: is to communicate to each other, to get a point 

across to the community. Definition/" 

Clarification/Elaboration-Clarification-Rlahnratinn clauses are those clauses used 

to add detail or explanation to an assertion, qualification, evaluation, or question. 

Example: "The net can be a dangerous and addictive, like gambling, smoking, or 

drinking. Assertion/ People who spend their days and nights on the web get lost 

in the computer, Clarification-Elaboration/" 

The unit of analysis for this part of the study was the independent clause, and one 

complete, information-rich discourse session from each class was analyzed. For the last 

three coding analyses, discourse sessions were chosen for closer analysis. It was simply 

not practical to analyze all 404 pages. It took weeks to analyze just one transcript. One 

complete discourse session in a class participating synchronously was made up of all the 

discourse produced in one class period. One complete discourse session in a class 

participating asynchronously outside of the classroom was made up of either all of the 

discussion devoted to one topic, or all of the discussion produced for an assignment. 
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Coding Levels 4-5: Analysis of Teacher 
Messages, Analysis of Student Topic 
Initiations, and Analysis of Student 

Message Support 

In order to analyze the content of the messages further, a revised version of 

a study conducted by Terence C, Ahem, Kyle Peck, and Mary Laycock (1992) was 

adopted. These researchers hypothesized that the style of teacher messages would affect 

the amount and level of student-to-student interaction. By "level" of interaction, the 

researchers meant the degree of support for the positions stated in student messages. 

Ahem, Peck, and Laycock's study was controlled in that they asked three different 

teachers to use only one prompt style. In other words, each teacher used one, and only 

one of the prompt styles the researchers wanted to study. Ahem, Peck, and Laycock 

divided message styles into "question only," "statement only," and "conversational." 

Question only messages were formal questions addressed to the entire class. In addition, 

the question only messages asked for information the instmctor already had. So the 

questions were not asking for opinions or discussion, b ut for interpretations or facts 

desired by or already known by the instmctor. Stateme nts only were formal statements 

made to the entire class. These statements were used to direct students toward 

interpretations or facts desired by or already held by the instmctor. Conversational 

messages were messages that arose from the online disc jssion as it progressed—they 

were not planned, and they were messages directed to individual participants instead of to 

the entire class. 

This coding system was adopted with some revisions. The unit of analysis for this 

part of the study was the individual clause, and the same five discourse sessions chosen 
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previously were coded. The unit of analysis in the Ahem, Peck, and Laycock study was 

the message, but this method proved problematic because in one message, there might be 

teacher clauses addressing the class as a whole, but then other teacher clauses addressing 

an individual student in terms of a different discussion thread, for example. Further, the 

"question only" category was changed to a "formal question" category, and it did not 

require that the instmctor ask for a specific interpretation or fact. If the message was a 

question for the entire class, it was coded into the formal question category. It was 

impossible to know for sure whether or not the instmctor desired a specific interpretive 

position in this study because it was not a controlled study like Ahem, Peck, and 

Laycock's, and because the analysis focused on transcripts after-the-fact, not before the 

discussion. In the same way, the "statement only" category was changed to the "formal 

statement" category, and it did not require that the instmctor be using his/her statements 

to the class in order to guide opinion in a specific direction. The formal statements might 

have been statements used to sum up the discussion, for example, or to point out another 

view. But in order to be coded into this category, the statement did have to be addressed 

to the entire class instead of to an individual. Finally, the "conversational" category was 

separated into the "conversational questions" category and the "conversational 

statements" category. In order to be coded into these categories, the questions or 

statements had to be made to individuals, not to the entire class, but there did not need to 

be further evidence that the messages were spontaneous as opposed to pre-planned. 
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Operational Definitions 

The following definitions are the operational definitions used to code teacher 

messages into the four categories explained above. 

Formal Questions-Formal questions are teacher prompts directed to the class as a 

whole. 

Formal Statements-Formal statements are all teacher messages other than 

questions directed to the class as a whole. 

Conversational Questions-Conversational questions are teacher questions 

directed to either one student or a small group of students, but not to the class as a 

whole. 

Conversational Statements—Conversational statements are teacher statements 

directed to either one student or a small group of students, but not to the class as a 

whole. 

Finally, the same coding scheme minus the conversational categories was used to 

analyze student messages that initiated online discussion. In some of the courses 

analyzed, students had the responsibility of initiating online discussion. In these cases, 

the initiating messages were coded into either the formal question or formal statement 

category, but the following messages of those initiating students were not coded—only 

the student messages used as initiating messages were singled out this way. 

In addition. Ahem, Peck, and Laycock coded each student message as "supported" or 

"unsupported," The unit of analysis was the message. They wanted to see if teacher 

message style affected the level of student interaction, and they measured "level" 

according to whether or not the messages were supported or not. In supported messages, 
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students substantiated claims with appeals to personal experience or outside authorities 

such as textbooks or research articles. Unsupported messages were those messages with 

opinions but no backing from personal experience or outside authority. This part of their 

study was adopted without changes, and the same discourse sessions previously chosen 

were coded. Ahem, Peck, and Laycock's operational definitions, which were adopted, 

include the following (1992, p, 298): 

Unsupported-response based on an opinion such as, "I agree that there is going to be a 
big problem in determining what the basics are," which makes no explicit reference to 
experience or an extemal authority such as the assigned text. 
Supported-response supported by personal experience, such as, "I came from a small 
school (75 kinds in my class),.." or by other authorities, such as relating the comment 
to an extemal text or event such as, "This is like the video we saw in class...." 

Contextualization of the Coding Data 

Interpreting the findings of the coding data without contextualizing them first yields 

overly simplistic answers, so two additional methods were used for their analysis as a 

way to bring into the discussion those complicating factors the coding data could not. 

The first method was distance educator Morton Flate Paulsen's (1995) breakdown of the 

teacher's online moderating role. Paulsen explains that the teacher's moderating role 

includes three categories of responsibility, the organizational, the social, and the 

intellectual. The organizational aspect of the moderating role is perhaps the most 

extensive. This aspect involves explaining online discussion assignment requirements 

and expectations, procedures for fulfilling those requirements and expectations, and 

explanations of the importance of the assignments. The social aspect of the moderating 

role involves making students comfortable participating in the online environment as well 
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as making students feel as if their contributions are valued. And finally, the intellectual 

aspect of the moderating role involves highlighting the important issues contributed by 

the students, bringing up important issues that the students miss, and prompting further 

exploration of those important issues. 

Professor of Composition, Technical Writing, and Women's Studies Christyne A. 

Berzsenyi (1999) created a continuum of interiocutor relationships designed to analyze 

participation in online discussions. She uses the continuum in her classes to teach 

students how to participate productively and ethically. Her students engage in several 

online discussions, and then they analyze their own and others' participation in terms of 

the continuum to see how they and others could have participated more productively 

and/or ethically. Berzsenyi does not advocate one participation style; instead, she uses 

the continuum as a means for the rhetorical analysis of the transcripts. Then, she and her 

students decide which continuum style, with its accompanying actions, would have been 

the best in that particular situation, or for a particular assignment, or for a particular 

person, etc. Further, one online discussion transcript may reveal more than one 

interlocutor relationship type. The continuum was used in a similar way in the present 

study. This analysis tool, coupled with the data from the coding analyses, allowed for 

more situated and complicated interpretations than would have been possible using the 

coding data alone. The first point on the continuum is agonistic relationships. 

Berzsenyi's definitions of the points along the continuum will be quoted, as they were 

used as the operational definitions in the present study (p. 232-233): 

...agonistic relationships are characterized as a high degree of conflict, contest, 
and antagonism. Power dynamics among agonistically related participants are 
extremely hierarchical and dictatorial. Interiocutors write curses, derogatory 
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messages, and strong imperatives toward others. They also include sexually 
graphic references and implications about participants. Even within the context of 
play, these messages suggest disrespect and hostility, which manifests itself in 
putdowns or other degrading whimsy. On the one hand, silence may indicate 
anger, as in a refusal to acknowledge and respond to another. On the other hand, 
silence may suggest an interiocutor's feehngs of intimidation and unhappiness in 
response to a demeaning message,,,.Within the agonistic relationship, there are 
two primary models of interaction: one interlocutor as aggressor over others, or 
all interlocutors as aggressors. 

The next point on the continuum is marked by hierarchical relationships. Berzsenyi (p. 

233) describes them as 

,, .characterized by a moderate degree of conflict and by hierarchy among 
participants, as the name suggests. Hierarchical relationships predominantly 
display critical, didactic, and opinionated attitudes toward others. Textual features 
of hierarchical relationships include a plentitude of information, criticisms, 
corrections, and prescriptions. Also, advice is commonly given from this 
participant because the emphasis is on a writer's representation of knowledge. 
Typically, one or more interlocutors 'talk' a lot, while other interlocutors send 
occasional messages in a more passive role..,.Power relations are less dominant 
and conflictual in hierarchical relationships than in agonistic relationships and 
even more so than in dialectical relationships. 

The third point on the continuum is the dialectical relationship, which are, as Berzsenyi 

(p. 233) explains, 

.. .highly interactive with low degrees of conflict and authoritativeness. Dialectical 
participants ask questions to get clarification on messages as part of an effort to 
explore an issue and discuss its various viewpoints. Therefore, interlocutors are 
interactive dialecticians. Power dynamics among dialectical participants are 
primarily egalitarian and cooperative but with the conflict that can accompany 
intellectual inquiry and disagreement. Compared with empathic relationships, 
dialectical relations include greater degrees of conflict in the process of mutual 
challenge. However, greater degrees of cooperation arise among dialectical 
interiocutors than among hierarchical users. When there is silence, interiocutors 
may be reading the transcript of messages or formulating a response. However, 
silence is uncommon in this category of relationships due to its interactivity and 
peer dynamics. Finally, playful exchanges typically appear in the form of satire 
and hyperbole, interpreted as inoffensive by interiocutors. 
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The last point on the continuum is represented by empathic relationships, which are, as 

explained by Berzsenyi (p. 234): 

,. .marked by low-to-zero degrees of conflict and hierarchy in messages. 
Empathic relationships consist of active interaction among most or all 
interiocutors in a conference group. Praise of one another's viewpoints is 
common, as are invitations for elaboration of one's expressed viewpoints. 
Empathy is a key term in the development of this category because interiocutors 
prioritize mutual understanding. Further, they express agreement, support, and 
allegiance to one another. Within empathic relationships, interiocutors adopt 
roles of mediation in order to facilitate discussion, draw out ideas, and maintain 
peace among participants. Playful exchanges appear in the form of puns, jests 
about the situation, and harmless verbal jabs immediately followed by a qualifier 
such as 'just kidding,' Jokes degrade no one in the conference and generally 
function to bind members together. Silence is least common in empathic 
relationships. 

These definitions of the parameters of each point on the continuum were used in the 

analyses of the transcripts. These analyses, together with the data provided by the 

coding levels, provided a detailed and complex picture of the online discussions under 

study. 

Conclusion 

The following table, Tab(e 3.1, provides a summary of the methods used in this 

dissertation, as well as a summary of their importance. 
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Table 3,1 Summary of Methods and Their Importance 

METHOD DEFINFTION AND IMPORTANCE 

Intermessage Reference Analysis 

Initiate-Respond Pattem Analysis 

Intermessage Analysis 

Identifies references and direct addresses. 
Importance: Used as an indicator of 
dialogicality and results helped to reveal 
discourse pattems. 
Identifies independent clauses that initiate 
later discussion, respond to earlier 
discussion, and clauses that do both 
simultaneously. Importance: Used as an 
indicator of dialogicality and results helped 
to reveal discourse pattems. 
Places each independent clause into a 
rhetorical content category. Importance: 
Results helped to determine which teacher 
third moves were evaluative moves. In 
addition, large numbers of clarification-
elaboration clauses pointed to well-
supported student messages. 

Analysis of Teacher Message Style Places teacher independent clauses into one 
of four categories: conversational question, 
conversational statement, formal question, 
formal statement. Importance: Results 
used to determine whether or not teacher 
message style affected amount of student 
interaction or student message support. 

Analysis of Student Initiating Message 
Style 

Places the independent clauses in student 
initiating messages into one of four 
categories: conversational question, 
conversational statement, formal question, 
formal statement. Importance: Results 
used to determine whether or not student 
initiating message style affected amount of 
student interaction or student message 
support. 

Analysis of Student Message Support Identifies student messages as being either 
supported or unsupported. This coding 
level is really part of the previous two. 

Berzsenyi's Continuum of Interlocutor 
Relationships 

Determines the kind of interlocutor 
relationships the teacher and students 
constmct. Importance: Indicates 
dialogicality, 
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Table 3,1 Continued 

METHOD DEFINFTION AND IMPORTANCE 

Paulsen's Breakdown of the Teacher's 
Moderating Role 

Pinpoints the teacher's use of his/her 
organizational, intellectual, and social roles 
in online discussions. Importance: This 
analysis functions as a systematic way to 
look at aspects of the teacher's moderating 
role. 
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CHAPTER W 

THE REMEDIATED IRE PATTERN 

The transcripts from several of the classes in the present study exhibited, surprisingly, 

the pattem widely believed to be restrictive of student discourse in the face-to-face 

classroom, the initiate-respond-evaluate (IRE) pattem. In this pattem, a teacher asks a 

question, chooses a student to answer, and finally evaluates that student's answer. This 

pattem is said by educational researchers to be quite common in the face-to-face 

classroom, but one of the reasons teachers hold discussions online is to move away from 

such teacher-centered pattems. This pattem online, however, is more student-centered— 

all students can reply to the teacher at once, for example, as opposed to one at a time 

face-to-face. As a result, the pattem is called, in the present study, remediated, a term 

from media researchers Jay David Bolter and John Gmsin's (1999) study of the way that 

new media evolves out of and against older media. Two transcripts will be presented in 

this chapter that fall into remediated IRE pattems. It will be shown that while remediated 

IRE pattems can be used in a way restrictive of student discourse, there is no reason to 

believe that they could not be used in more supportive ways, as well. Thus, the IRE 

pattern, online, does not automatically shut down student interaction and knowledge-

making—other factors in the discussion work to either support or inhibit those goals, and 

those factors will be discussed in Chapter V, The first part of this chapter will briefly 

review common conceptions about the IRE discussion pattem. Next, analysis of the first 

example transcript will be presented; this is the transcript that seems to exhibit a more 

restrictive use of the IRE pattem. This section is followed by analysis of a second 

102 



transcript that, while also falling into an IRE pattem, appears to be less restrictive of 

student interaction. Finally, a third transcript will be presented to show an alternative to 

IRE pattems. The primary purpose of this chapter is to reveal a pattem online that is 

common face-to-face, to explain why that pattem can and does exist online, and then to 

show that there are different ways that it can be used. The analysis of these transcripts 

will continue in the next chapter, providing a more contextualized description of the 

reasons why the first transcript was not quite as effective as the second, which was 

probably not quite as effective as the third, thus pointing to specific suggestions to 

teachers who want to facilitate discussion online as effectively as possible. 

Common Views Regarding the IRE Pattem 

This dissertation project began with an interest in Hull, Rose, Fraser, and Castellano's 

(1991) report about a young, Mexican-American student (Maria) whose passion for 

writing was gradually, yet persistentiy, worn away as a result of a teacher's insistence on 

a rigid form of the initiate-respond-evaluate (IRE) instmctional sequence, and Maria's 

failure to catch on to the role this sequence prescribed for her. The basic IRE sequence is 

a ubiquitous and much maligned pattem of classroom interaction in which the teacher 

asks a question, a student answers, and then the teacher comes back in a third move that 

evaluates the answer somehow. Instead of waiting for her tum in this instmctional 

sequence, Maria, in her enthusiasm, spoke out of tum, initiated topics for discussion 

before the teacher was finished with the previous, and tried to extend discussion of topics 

when the teacher had already closed them. Even though Maria gave self-reports to the 

researchers at the beginning of the semester that she considered herself to be a good 
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writer, had always gotten good grades on papers in high school, and had even written a 

romance novel on her own, she reported at the end of the semester that she must not be 

any good at writing after all, 

Hull, Rose, Fraser, and Castellano believe that she came to this conclusion after a 

semester of not being able to fit into the predominant discourse pattem of the classroom 

and being shut down continually by a teacher who tried to make her abide by the mles of 

that pattem, Jenny Cook-Gumperz (1986), in The Social Construction of Literacy, 

explains that competence in the classroom means being a competent contributor to the 

pattem of interaction in the classroom every bit as much as it means being competent in 

the subject matter of that classroom. This research highlights the importance of the 

discourse of the classroom, and it served as the basis for the initial question of the present 

study: what kinds of discourse pattems do online discussions make possible? (This 

question became, over the course of the study, just one of the questions asked in 

determining how teachers should facilitate online discussion effectively.) This project 

began with a focus on the movement from message to message in the online discussion 

transcripts under study. The online message was thought to correspond roughly to the 

move, or the tum, at which discourse analysts, conversation analysts, and researchers in 

education look in order to determine pattems in discourse. The literature consulted 

during the initial focus on this movement, even the studies of online discourse, centered 

on the IRE, or as some researchers called it, the IRF pattem. Researchers referring to the 

IRF as opposed to the IRE pattem replace "evaluation" with "feedback" to indicate that 

any third move made by a teacher in an instmctional sequence beginning with a teacher 

initiation and a student response will be taken by the student as an evaluation, even 
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discourse that might otherwise be coded, for example, as an acknowledgment (Example: 

"OK") or an assertion (Example: "Yes, and it is also important to think about audience 

when writing a paper") (Dobson, 1995; Greenleaf & Freedman, 1993; Watson, 1985; 

Watson & Young, 1986), 

Sinclair and Coulthard (1977) were among the first to study the IRE pattem, and they 

observed that the pattem is quite strict in the roles the students and the teacher are 

supposed to play. As a mle, the teacher is supposed to be the initiator and evaluator, and 

the students, after being given the floor somehow by the teacher, are supposed to be the 

responders. However, education researchers Courtney Cazden (1988) and Hugh Mehan 

(1979) found that once the students have teamed the mles for this pattem, they can use it 

to play the initiator and evaluator roles, as well. For example, in this pattem, a student 

may be able to initiate a new topic right after the teacher has closed a previous topic, and 

succeed in getting the topic "floor time" if that topic is relevant and useful to the overall 

discussion, or goal of the day. Of course, the judgment of relevancy and usefulness is 

made by the teacher. 

Some researchers, however, such as Ken Watson (1985), believe that the IRE pattem 

is inherentiy suppressive in the classroom—that the evaluation tum of the teacher serves 

only to shut down open discussion and constmctive learning in the classroom. This was 

the overall observation of James Dobson (1995), as well. He pointed out that in the IRE 

pattem, the evaluation move does not always shut down the cycle. The evaluation tum 

can serve many purposes, one of which is to keep the cycle open until the teacher gets the 

answer or the degree of expansion to the answer that he or she wants. Cazden (1988) and 

Mehan (1979) observed this, as well. As a result of this function of the evaluation tum, 
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the teacher can, theoretically, foster critical thinking in students by asking them a series 

of questions until the topic has been fully discussed, analyzed, interpreted, etc., by the 

students themselves. However, Dobson (1995) found that the majority of evaluation 

tums in his study were used either to confirm a student's response or to do the higher 

order cognitive reasoning for the student. In other words, instead of using the evaluation 

tum to ask students to infer, synthesize, elaborate, etc, the teacher uses the tum to do this 

him or herself Thus, the students do not actively leam; they passively listen to the 

teacher do the cognitive work. 

In addition, Dobson (1995) pointed out that in these evaluation tums, teachers 

reformulate student responses. They add to them, omit from them, or change them in 

some way to fit the answer that he or she was looking for to begin with, Watson (1985) 

and Watson and Young (1986) believe that reformulation undermines students' 

confidence in their abilities to make knowledge for themselves because they get the 

message, through the constant reformulation of their answers, that their answers are never 

good enough, Dobson (1995) argues that reformulation can be viewed, theoretically, as 

the process whereby teachers and student co-constmct knowledge; it just depends on how 

consciously and effectively the teacher makes use of this tum. Indeed, Greenleaf and 

Freedman (1993), in the only favorable evaluation of the IRE pattem other than that of 

Mehan (1979) and Cazden (1988), argued that the teacher they observed was able to 

scaffold his students' learning with the use of the IRE pattem. 

Two studies of online discourse used the IRE pattem as a coding system. In other 

words, they coded each message in their analysis into either an initiate, response, or 

evaluation category. Levin, Kim, and Riel (1990) analyzed the discourse pattems of e-
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mail conversations held by teachers and students participating in the Interculmral 

Leaming Network, a network made up of every education level and teachers and students 

from around the worid. Discussions on the Network are organized around activities that 

the participants complete together. Levin, Kim, and Riel did find some IRE patterns in 

the online discussions, but these pattems were usually embedded in more complex 

pattems. The two most predominant pattems were the star pattem, in which there were a 

series of replies to one prompt, and a more linear pattem, in which each message in the 

discourse was a reply to the one immediately preceding it. Levin, Kim and Riel did not 

discuss possible implications of these pattems. It seemed that the assumption was that 

since the pattems were not IRE pattems, they were inherentiy better. 

Ruberg, Moore, and Taylor (1996) drew from the previous article by Levin, Kim, and 

Riel (1990) for their own study, using the IRE pattem as a coding system to analyze 

online discourse, as well. They write, "This study examines the use of computer-

mediated communication (CMC) for in-class discussion exercises to encourage student-

to-student collaboration to see what impact using the computer as the medium for 

communication has on the pattem [of] classroom discourse" (p. 244). Strangely, these 

researchers did not write about specific pattems as a result of their study, but they did 

isolate characteristics of the online exchanges. For example, they explained that the 

instmctors influenced the nature of the students' messages—the students modeled their 

responses off of the instmctor's. In addition, the instmctor influenced which discussion 

strands were taken up by the students. The instmctor's comments drew attention to 

certain strands, and students would pick up those strands as a result of his messages (pp. 

264-265). This research indicates two things, especially. The first is that by the time the 
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researchers got to the interpretation stage of the research, they were using a different 

definition of pattems, one that did not focus solely on tum-taking, but other, more 

contextual issues such as which discussion threads were pursued, etc. Second, this 

research points to the ways that instmctors might be able to mediate effectively online. 

Teachers can highlight important issues by directing students' attention to them, and they 

can also model effective ways to contribute simply by contributing effectively 

themselves. 

The articles by Levin, Kim, and Riel and Ruberg, Moore, and Taylor served as the 

starting place for the search for pattems in this study. Both articles stated as goals 

identifying such pattems, and since one article identified patterns but did not discuss their 

implications for student leaming, and one began in search of pattems but never identified 

them as conceptualized here, there seemed to be room for this research. 

Several coding schemes were experimented with before the five levels outlined in 

Chapter lU were selected. Only one of those experiments and the resulting change is 

important here. In the second to the last incamation of the second coding level, the 

initiate-respond pattem analysis, each independent clause was coded into an initiate, 

respond, or evaluate category in a revised form of the studies conducted by Ruberg, 

Moore, and Taylor (1990) and Levin, Kim, and Riel (1996). After coding the first two 

levels, I believed at first that all of the interactions could be described as remediated 

versions of the traditional IRE pattem. There were always initiating messages; there were 

always responses to those messages, and there were, in most cases, third moves that 

could most definitely be considered evaluative moves, especially if one adopted the IRF 

mbric as opposed to the more strict IRE version. But as I continued to "live" with the 
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data, I became increasingly uncomfortable using that across-the-board characterization 

because in some cases, students routinely performed the initiating and evaluating moves. 

While most of the educational researchers who served as models for the present study did 

write that students could, theoretically, perform the initiating or evaluating role in the 

traditional IRE instmctional sequence, and rare instances of this were reported, these rare 

performances still had to be accepted and mediated by the teacher. Routine student 

initiations and evaluations, uncontrolled by a teacher, simply cannot be discussed in the 

same terms as the traditional, face-to-face IRE pattem, even in remediated form because 

the point of most discussion conceming this pattem is teacher domination and lack of 

student input and active leaming. 

In addition, it became increasingly uncomfortable to focus solely on larger discourse 

pattems—the focus laid out by the initial research question: How does online discourse 

pattem? This feeling most likely came about as a result of changes made to the methods 

appropriated from Levin, Kim, and Riel (1990), and Ruberg, Moore, and Taylor (1996). 

It was impossible to code at the level of the message, as they did. For example, one 

message might easily contain six sentences, and each sentence could very well reference 

a different person, or function as an initiation in one sentence, a response in another, and 

an evaluation in still another, yet the above researchers coded entire messages into 

discrete categories. There was no way to choose a function in that case—for example, 

should the first function read be used as the function coded? If so, why the first? Why 

not the other functions exhibited? Forcing entire messages into one category when most 

messages exhibited the characteristics of several indicated that the coding system just 

needed to be reworked. Thus, the independent clause became the unit of analysis instead. 
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This shifted the focus to the rich micro-interactions taking place across messages— 

micro-interactions that could not be discussed solely in terms of message to message 

patteming. Important student work could be seen at this micro-level, however, and as 

discussed in the previous chapter, the measure of dialogicality was created to describe 

and identify it. As explained in that same chapter, Bakhtin writes that every utterance, 

theoretically, functions as both an initiation and a response. A realization was made that 

changing the first level coding categories from initiate, respond, evaluate to initiate, 

respond, and a combined initiate/respond category would allow a more accurate analysis. 

For example, this change allowed an analysis of the more complex nature (more complex 

than the IRE and IRF literature indicates) of the message to message patteming. Too 

much goes on in each independent clause to simply discuss message to message pattems. 

Micro-interactions of a dizzying number, at the independent clause level, created a 

multitude of pattems and by-products of dialogicality missed by working solely at the 

macro message to message level. Deleting the evaluation category from the level two 

pattem analysis would also mean that the level three content category analysis could be 

used to better characterize those third moves—they would not be forced into an 

evaluation category that wasn't quite appropriate in all cases. That content category 

analysis put each independent clause into one of ten rhetorical content categories. Then, 

an analysis of these content categories, the initiate-respond pattem analysis, and the 

larger context of the entire online discussion transcript under study could be taken into 

account before making a claim that the IRE pattem was in play. 

Analysis of the results of the first three coding levels, the intermessage reference 

analysis, the initiate-respond pattem analysis, and the intermessage analysis, revealed 
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four basic pattems, the star and linear pattems, both also identified by Levin, Kim, and 

Riel (1990), the altemating initiate-respond pattem, and the remediated IRE patterns. 

The star pattem occurs when a group of people respond to one message, but the 

discussion thread initiated by the first message goes no further than the cluster of 

responses to it. The linear pattem consists of, for example, student two responding to 

student one, and student three responding to student two, and so on in a sort of linked and 

linear chain of responses. The altemating initiate-respond patterns occurs when two or 

more students interact within a discussion thread without an intervening third evaluative 

move contributed by a teacher. There are different remediations of the IRE pattern 

online. For example, in one remediation, a teacher enters a discussion prompt, and then, 

instead of choosing one student to answer, which is what would happen in the face-to-

face environment, all of the students, or a group of students contributes answering 

messages all at once. Then, the teacher, in one remediation, responds in a third move to 

evaluate all the messages at once, or, in another remediation, the teacher responds in a 

series of separate messages that evaluate each student message individually. A third 

remediation of the IRE pattem occurs when a teacher asks a question, a group of students 

answers, and then, the teacher, in a series of individual third moves, negatively evaluates 

each message in tum, but keeps the IRE sequence open by asking for different kinds of 

answers. What follows are two transcripts falling into remediated IRE pattems, followed 

by a transcript that exhibits the star and altemating initiate-respond pattems, presented 

here as an illustrative contrast to the remediated IRE pattems. 
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Analysis of the First Transcript. From a 
First-Semester Composition Course 

Taught by Teacher 5 

This first transcript was drawn from the first-semester writing class of teacher 5. The 

transcript comes from a WebBoard discussion, which was asynchronous. This transcript 

was chosen because it was the only transcript in the study that centered around definition 

of terms. This seemed interesting and unusual. The transcript is not typical of the rest of 

the collection from this teacher. While this transcript is not very interactive, most of the 

others in the collection from this class were quite different. However, as explained in 

Chapter 3, the sampling criteria for the present study was maximum variation for the 

purpose of studying information-rich transcripts with widely different characteristics. 

This particular transcript was especially interesting because it was designed to be a fomm 

wherein the students and teacher could explore the potential meanings and ideas 

surrounding terms important to the class. Teacher 5 had a kind of theme course, which 

was called "Discovering Discourse Communities." He explained, on the class website, 

that the students would: 

• Leam what a discourse community is and identify the discourse communities 
around us. 

• Discover the role communication technology plays in creating, sustaining, and 
revising discourse communities. 

• Become active participants in the discourse communities around us via email, 
f2f (face-to-face) discussions, and the Worid-Wide Web. 

• Create and edit email discussion lists and Web pages. 
• Develop confidence in using communication technology in preparation for 

English 1302. 

The terms serving as the focus of the following transcript were those that Teacher 5 

thought particulariy important in terms of meeting the above goals. He wanted the 

students to explore the meanings of the terms collaboratively, and connect those 
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collectively constmcted meanings to the goals of the course as he had outlined them 

above. An analysis of the transcript follows its presentation below. 

Message #1, Addresses Class 

Topic: Definitions 
Conf: Weekly Definitions Discussion (semester-long discussion) 
From: Teacher 5 
Date: Tuesday, September 16,1997 12:29 PM 
This semester there are some terms that need to be discussed. I, Assertion/ What is: 
Discourse, reading, English, a word processor, conversation, argument, bickering, 
negotiation, meaning, negotiation, compromise, the Intemet writing, rewriting, revising, 
information, knowledge, information, context, primary, communication, rhetoric, 
egocentric, sociocentric, decentering, culture, a computer, a computer network, 
technology, a machine, language, society I, Topic Initiation/ 
Take these terms in any order, one at a time, or any combination and come up with some 
community consensus. I, Topic Initiation/ If I think of more terms, I'll add them. I, 
Assertion/ This is not a test or anything like that. I, Assertion/ These are some terms that 
came up in some essays or the reading I, Clarification-Elaboration/ and I think we need 
to make sure we all agree on the definitions, how they are related, and what they have to 
do with this class. I, ClariHcation-EIaboration/ So, when you give your definition, 
please add how the definition might be applied in the context of our class. I, Topic 
Initiation/ Also, you'll notice that many of these terms are related and often confused or 
used as synonyms in common speech. I, Assertion/ It may help you to discuss these 
terms together and thus define them partly by discussing why they are not the same. I, 
Topic Initiation/ 

Teacher Message Analysis 

Message #1, Addresses Class 

Topic: Definitions 
Conf: Weekly Defmitions Discussion (semester-long discussion) 
From: Teacher 5 
Date: Tuesday, September 16,1997 12:29 PM 
This semester there are some terms that need to be discussed. Formal Statement/ What 
is: Discourse, reading, English, a word processor, conversation, argument, bickering, 
negotiation, meaning, negotiation, compromise, the Intemet writing, rewriting, revising, 
information, knowledge, information, context, primary, communication, rhetoric, 
egocentric, sociocentric, decentering, culture, a computer, a computer network, 
technology, a machine, language, society Formal Question/ 
Take these terms in any order, one at a time, or any combination and come up with some 
community consensus. Formal Statement/ If I think of more terms, I'll add them. 
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Formal Statement/ This is not a test or anything like that. Formal Statement/ These are 
some terms that came up in some essays or the reading Formal Statement/ and I think 
we need to make sure we all agree on the definitions, how they are related, and what they 
have to do with this class. Formal Statement/ So, when you give your definition, please 
add how the definition might be applied in the context of our class. Formal Statement/ 
Also, you'll notice that many of these terms are related and often confused or used as 
synonyms in common speech. Formal Statement/ It may help you to discuss these terms 
together and thus define them partly by discussing why they are not the same. Formal 
Statement/ 

Message #2, Unsupported, Addresses Class, References Teacher 5, #1 

Topic: Definitions 
Conf: Weekly Definitions Discussion (semester-long discussion) 
From: Michael 
Date: Tuesday, September 16,1997 3:12 PM 
Conversation: is to communicate to each other, to get a point across to the community. I, 
R, DeHnition/ 

Message #3, Unsupported, Addresses Class, References Teacher 5, #1 

Topic: Definitions 
Conf: Weekly Definitions Discussion (semester-long discussion) 
From: Kyle 
Date: Tuesday, September 16,1997 4:13 PM 
A computer is an electronic machine that executes instmctions or programs by using 
machine language. I, R, Definition/ 

A computer network is 2 or more computers interacting with each other via an electronic 
connection 9e.g. a cable). I, R, Definition/ 

Message #4, Unsupported, Addresses Class, References Teacher 5, #1 

Topic: Definitions 
Conf: Weekly Definitions Discussion (semester-long discussion) 
From: Jeff 
Date: Thursday, September 16,1997 4:21 PM 
A computer network could be something like a shopping network for computers alone. I, 
R, Definition/ Or.. .It could be a linking of two or more computers through any means. I, 
R, Definition/ 
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Message #5, Addresses Class, Addresses Michael, #2 

Topic: Definitions 
Conf: Weekly Defmitions Discussion (semester-long discussion) 
From: Teacher 5 
Date: Tuesday, September 16,1997 6:06 PM 
—On 9/16/97 3:12:01 PM, Michael wrote: "Conversation: is to communicate to each 
other, to get a point across to the community."— But isn't this definition one-sided? I, R, 
Question/ Does "communication" have a specific direction? I, R, Question/ 

Teacher Message Analysis 

Message #5, Addresses Class, Addresses Michael, #2 

Topic: Definitions 
Conf: Weekly Definitions Discussion (semester-long discussion) 
From: Teacher 5 
Date: Tuesday, September 16,1997 6:06 PM 
—On 9/16/97 3:12:01 PM, Michael wrote: "Conversation: is to communicate to each 
other, to get a point across to the community."— But isn't this definition one-sided? 
Conversational Question/ Does "communication" have a specific direction? 
Conversational Question/ 

Message #6, Addresses Class, Addresses Kyle, #3 

Topic: Definitions 
Conf: Weekly Definitions Discussion (semester-long discussion) 
From: Teacher 5 
Date: Tuesday, September 16,1997 6:08 PM 
—On 9/16/97 4:13:20 PM, Kyle wrote: "A computer is an electronic machine that 
executes instmctions or programs by using machine language." Okay, but what relevance 
does this have for our class? I, R, Question/ "A computer network is 2 or more 
computers interacting with each other via an electronic connection (e,g, a cable)."— 
Same question. Of what value to us is this interaction? I, R, Question/ 

Teacher Message Analysis 

Message #6, Addresses Class, Addresses Kyle, #3 

Topic: Definitions 
Conf: Weekly Defmitions Discussion (semester-long discussion) 
From: Teacher 5 
Date: Tuesday, September 16,1997 6:08 PM 
—On 9/16/97 4:13:20 PM, Kyle wrote: "A computer is an electronic machine that 
executes instmctions or programs by using machine language." Okay, but what relevance 
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does this have for our class? Conversational Question/ "A computer network is 2 or 
more computers interacting with each other via an electronic connection (e.g. a cable)."-
- Same question. Of what value to us is this interaction? Conversational Question/ 

Message #7, Addresses Class, Addresses Jeff, #4 

Topic: Definitions 
Conf: Weekly Definitions Discussion (semester-long discussion) 
From: Teacher 5 
Date: Tuesday, September 16,1997 9:33 PM 
—On 9/16/97 4:21:57 PM, Jeff wrote: "A computer network could be something like a 
shopping network for computers alone. Or,, .It could be a linking of two or more 
computers through any means."— Assuming it is the latter, how might this be related to 
DDC? I, R, Question/ 

Teacher Message Analysis 

Message #7, Addresses Class, Addresses Jeff, #4 

Topic: Definitions 
Conf: Weekly Definitions Discussion (semester-long discussion) 
From: Teacher 5 
Date: Tuesday, September 16,1997 9:33 PM 
—On 9/16/97 4:21:57 PM, Jeff wrote: "A computer network could be something like a 
shopping network for computers alone. Or,, ,It could be a linking of two or more 
computers through any means,"— Assuming it is the latter, how might this be related to 
DDC? Conversational Question/ 

Message #8, Supported, Addresses Class, References Teacher 5, #6 

Topic: Definitions 
Conf: Weekly Definitions Discussion (semester-long discussion) 
From: Kyle 
Date: Thursday, September 18,1997 4:27 PM 
In our class a computer is used to store our writing, so that it can be transmitted to others 
in our class via the computer network, I, R, Assertion/ 

Message #9, Unsupported, Addresses Class, References Teacher 5, #1, Michael, #2, 
& Teacher 5, #5 

Topic: Definitions 
Conf: Weekly Defmitions Discussion (semester-long discussion) 
From: Jeff 
Date: Monday, September 22,1997 2:47 PM 
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--On 9/16/97 6:06:37 PM, Teacher 5 wrote: "On 9/16/97 3:12:01 PM, Michael wrote: 
'Conversation: is to communicate to each other, to get a point across to the community.' 
But isn't this definition one-sided? Does "communication" have a specific direction?"— 
So maybe,.,Communication is to receive thoughts, ideas, and information as well as to 
give them to others, I, R, Definition/ (But as always,,,I could be wrong) I, R, 
Qualification/ 

Message #10, Unsupported, Addresses Class, Addresses Michael, #2, References 
Teacher 5, #1, #5, & Jeff, #9 

Topic: Definitions 
Conf: Weekly Definitions Discussion (semester-long discussion) 
From: Kari 
Date: Thursday, September 25,1997 11:44 AM 
—On 9/22/97 2:47:04 AM, Jeff wrote: "On 9/16/97 6:06:37 PM, Teacher 5 wrote: 'On 
9/16/97 3:12:01 PM, Michael wrote: 'Conversation: is to communicate to each other, to 
get a point across to the community,' But isn't this definition one-sided? Does 
"communication" have a specific direction?' So maybe.. .Communication is to receive 
thoughts, ideas, and information as well as to give them to others. (But as always...I 
could be wrong)" — Michael, I agree with your definition. R, Assertion/ Also, 
communication can occur many diffeent ways and styles, such as oral and written. R, 
Definition/ 

Message #11, Supported, Addresses Class, References Teacher 5, #1 

Topic: Definitions 
Conf: Weekly Definitions Discussion (semester-long discussion) 
From: Kari 
Date: Thursday, September 25,1997 11:48 AM 
This is important to our DDC because it is a way we can communicate our thoughts about 
writings to each other. I, R, Assertion/ 

Message #12, Unsupported, Addresses Class, References Teacher 5, #1 

Topic: Definitions 
Conf: Weekly Definitions Discussion (semester-long discussion) 
From: Kristi 
Date: Thursday, September 25,1997 4:35 PM 
—Conversation: talking to one or more people in order to relate a message or merely talk 
for pleasure.— Conversation is one of the key aspects to the success of any project 
whether small or large. R, Definition/ Without conversation, people don't know what 
others are thinking, feeling, dreaming, or believing. R, Clarification-Elaboration/ 

—Argument: Two or more people debating a topic in which they disagree, often times 
resulting in hurt feelings and raised voices, 
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Bickering: Intentionally trying to cause a fight with someone either out of spite or sheer 
boredom. Often resulting in very annoyed parents. 

Negotiation: Reaching a compromise, both parties giving in just a little in order to get a 
littie of the prize that they were after. 

Knowledge: Being able to put aside petty prejudice and sexual innuendos.— Knowledge 
is the ability to accept people for who they are, not the color of their skin or their sex, R, 
Definition/ 

Message #13, Addresses Kari, #11 

Topic: Definitions 
Conf: Weekly Definitions Discussion (semester-long discussion) 
From: Teacher 5 
Date: Sunday, September 28,1997 11:19 AM 
—On 9/26/97 11;48:03 AM, Kari wrote: "This is important to our DDC because it is a 
way we can communicate our thoughts about writings to each other,"— Kari, Please cite 
or quote the passage you are replying to. Assertion/ In the above statement, "This" and 
"it" are not easily understood and therefore ambiguous (which "this" and which "it" you 
are referring to). Evaluation/ —Thanks.— 

Teacher Message Analysis 

Message #13, Addresses Kari, #11 

Topic: Definitions 
Conf: Weekly Definitions Discussion (semester-long discussion) 
From: Teacher 5 
Date: Sunday, September 28,1997 11:19 AM 
—On 9/26/97 11;48:03 AM, Kari wrote: "This is important to our DDC because it is a 
way we can communicate our thoughts about writings to each other."— Kari, Please cite 
or quote the passage you are replying to. Conversational Statement/ In the above 
statement, "This" and "it" are not easily understood and therefore ambiguous (which 
"this" and which "it" you are referring to). Conversational Statement/ —Thanks.— 

Message #14, Addresses Class, Addresses Kyle, #8 

Topic: Definitions 
Conf: Weekly Definitions Discussion (semester-long discussion) 
From: Teacher 5 
Date: Sunday, October 26,1997 1:22 PM 
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—On 9/18/97 4:27:04 PM, Kyle wrote: "In our class a computer is used to store our 
writing, so that it can be transmitted to others in our class via the computer 
network."Okay, Kyle.— Can you take it another step further? I, R, Question/ 

Teacher Message Analysis 

Message #14, Addresses Class, Addresses Kyle, #8 

Topic: Definitions 
Conf: Weekly Definitions Discussion (semester-long discussion) 
From: Teacher 5 
Date: Sunday, October 26,1997 1:22 PM 
—On 9/18/97 4:27:04 PM, Kyle wrote: "In our class a computer is used to store our 
writing, so that it can be transmitted to others in our class via the computer 
network,"Okay, Kyle,— Can you take it another step further? Conversational Question/ 

Discussion of the Transcript from the 
First-Semester Composition Course 

Taught by Teacher 5 

As explained in Chapter IH, the results of the coding analyses will be situated with a 

discussion of the three aspects of a teacher's online moderating role as laid out by Morton 

Flate Paulsen (1995), and Christyne A, Berzsenyi's (1999) rhetorical analysis tool, the 

continuum of interlocutor relationships. This analysis, however, is reserved for Chapter 

V, as the complete analysis would not fit into one chapter. Thus, the present chapter will 

begin the analysis, and then it will continue in the next. Analysis will begin here with the 

general description of the WebBoard exchange below. Brief discussion of the results in 

all categories will be given before and after the tables, and then an extended discussion 

will follow. 
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General Description of the WebBoard 
Exchange, Composition Course. 
Teacher 5 

This discussion never got off the ground. It was supposed to carry on throughout the 

semester as a way for students to make sense of terms and ideas important to the goals of 

the class as Teacher 5 had explained them on the class web site, but as Table 4.1 below 

shows, only five students ever participated at all, contributing only eight messages 

altogether. The teacher contributed six messages in an exchange that only had fourteen 

contributions total. 

Table 4.1 General Description of the WebBoard 
Exchange, Composition Course, Teacher 5 

General Description 
Number of students 
Number of messages 
Number of student messages 
Average number of messages per student 
Average number of words per student 
message 
Number of teacher messages 
Average number of words per teacher 
message 
Percent of messages written by students 
Percent of messages written by the teacher 

# 

5 
14 
8 
2 

40 
6 

45 
57 
43 

Intermessage Reference Analysis. Composition, 
Teacher 5, WebBoard 

The intermessage reference analysis and the initiate-respond pattem analysis, the 

results of which are presented in Tables 4.2-4.4 below, were used, in part, to determine 

the level of dialogicality in the online discussion, as well as to help sort out patterns in the 
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discourse. This means that these analyses were used as partial evidence of student 

knowledge-making. Table 4.2 below indicates at least some level of dialogicality, with 

five direct addresses, thirteen individual to class addresses, and twelve references. 

Compared with the numbers in the other five sample transcripts, however, this one was 

the least dialogic. Interestingly, as will be discussed further below, this exchange also 

fell into the IRE pattem, so the transcript that most resembles a restrictive use of the IRE 

pattem is also the least dialogic. 

Table 4,2 Intermessage Reference Analysis, 
Overall Totals, Composition Course, Teacher 5 

Overall Totals 
Number of direct addresses 
Number of individual-to-class addresses 
Number of references 

# 

5 
13 
12 

Table 4,3 Intermessage Reference Analysis, Specific 
Breakdown, Composition Course, Teacher 5 

Interaction Type 
Student-to-student direct addresses 
Student to teacher direct addresses 
Teacher to student direct addresses 
Student to class 
Teacher to class 
Student-to-student references 
Student to teacher references 
Teacher to student references 

# 

1 
0 
5 
8 
5 
2 
10 
0 

% 

3 
0 
16 
26 
16 
7 
32 
0 

Table 4.3 above shows that students did not interact with one another much at all. 

There was only one student-to-student direct address, and two student-to-student 

references. Most of the communication went from student to class via student references 
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to Teacher 5's discussion prompt at the beginning of the transcript with eight student to 

class addresses and ten student to teacher references. 

Initiate-Respond Pattem Analysis. 
First-Semester Composition 
Course, Teacher 5 

The initiate-respond pattem analysis was used, in part, as an indicator of dialogicality 

and as a method to sort out pattems in the discourse. Table 4,4 below shows that there 

were no pure student initiations, as compared to ten teacher topic initiations. And while 

there were nine student clauses functioning as both initiations and responses, the majority 

of those initiations drew responses from the teacher instead of other students. Thus, the 

students did not interact with one another much at all, which indicates a low degree of 

dialogicality, and the greatest part of the communication within the discussion went 

through the teacher, which points to a teacher-centered discussion pattem. This pattem is 

representative of the IRE pattem, as will be shown next. The intermessage analysis 

below is used primarily to characterize third moves in potential IRE pattems. 

Table 4.4 Initiate-Respond Pattern Analysis, 
Composition Course, Teacher 5 

Initiate Respond Pattern Analysis # 

Number of initiations 10 
Number of responses 
Number of initiation/responses 14 
Number of student initiations 0 
Number of teacher initiations 10 
Number of student responses 
Number of teacher responses 
Number of student initiation/responses 
Number of teacher initiation/responses 
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Intermessage Analysis. First-Semester 
Composition Course, Teacher 5 

Tables 4.5 and 4,6 below show the results of the intermessage analysis, which was 

used in large part to better describe potential third moves in IRE discourse pattems. 

Table 4.5 Intermessage Analysis, Overall Numbers 
and Percentages, Composition Course, Teacher 5 

Categories 
Questions 
Flames 
Evaluations 
Topic Initiations 
Assertions 
Acknowledgments 
Off-Task Clauses 
Qualifications 
Definitions 
Clarification-Elaborations 

# 

6 
0 
1 
4 
8 
0 
0 
1 
9 
3 

% 

19 
0 
3 
13 
25 
0 
0 
3 

28 
9 

Table 4.6 Intermessage Analysis, Specific Breakdown, Composition 
Course, Teacher 5 

Categories 
Questions 
Flames 
Evaluations 
Topic Initiations 
Assertions 
Acknowledgments 
Off-Task Clauses 
Qualifications 
Definitions 
Clarification-Elaborations 

# T 
6 
0 
1 
4 
5 
0 
0 
0 
0 
2 

% T 
100 
0 

100 
100 
63 
0 
0 
0 
0 
67 

#S 
0 
0 
0 
0 
3 
0 
0 
1 
9 
1 

% S 
0 
0 
0 
0 
38 
0 
0 

100 
100 
33 
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The initiate-respond pattem analysis pointed to a teacher-centered discourse pattem, 

but as shown above in Tables 4.5 and 4.6, there was only one strictly teacher evaluation 

clause in the entire exchange. However, some researchers, as explained above, believe 

that any third teacher moves can be characterized as evaluations because they are 

inevitably taken by the students as judgments of the worth of their responses. Mehan 

(1979) and Cazden (1988) found in their study, though, which is a bit different than the 

other researchers outlined above, that teachers keep the IRE sequence open until they 

receive the answer they are looking for. They found that it is only when keeping the 

sequence open and trying to get the right answer that teachers negatively evaluate student 

responses. The very act of keeping the sequence open and trying to get different 

responses represents a negative evaluation, in other words, because the student who 

offered the wrong answer obviously understands that it was not the one being asked for 

when the teacher, after hearing it, asks for another response. Otherwise, they found that 

when a student gave the right answer, the teacher would simply acknowledge it verbally 

or nonverbally, a positive evaluation, and move on to the next question. The two views 

in the present study will be combined because both scenarios appeared here. 

The discussion opens with a prompt from Teacher 5, Michael, Kyle, and Jeff, in 

messages 2, 3, and 4, respond to that prompt, and then, in a series of third moves, 

Teacher 5 responds to each student in tum. None of these teacher responses is coded as 

an evaluation clause, but two of those moves function as negative evaluations in Mehan 

and Cazden's terms by trying to keep the discussion going until the students connect their 

definitions of tenns to the goals of the classroom, ("Okay, but what relevance does this 
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have for our class?" ",. ,how might this be related to DDC [name of the class] ?") and 

one functions as a negative evaluation in, for example, Dobson (1995) and Watson's 

(1986) terms, as it simply points out the shortcoming of the students' definition: "But 

isn't this definition one-sided?" Kyle, then, in message 8, comes back and tries to 

connect his earlier definitions to the overall goals of the class, but his connection is 

cursory and does not inspire any student discussion. Teacher 5, in message 14, and 

another third move, asks Kyle if he can take his connection one step further, thus 

indicating that he was not satisfied yet. No further messages, however, came of that 

evaluation, Jeff, in message 9, in one of only two student references, adds to Michael's 

definition from message 2, and Kari, in message 10, contributed the only other student-

to-student reference and the only student-to-student direct address by addressing Michael 

to agree with his definition from message 2, and then by referring to Jeffs definition 

from message 9 and adding to it, Kari then makes an unclear reference in message 11, 

and in a third move, and the only move categorized as a tme evaluation. Teacher 5, in 

message 13, writes, "Kari, please cite or quote the passage you are replying to. In the 

above statement, 'this' and 'it' are not easily understood and therefore ambiguous (which 

'this' and which 'it' you are referring to). Thanks," 

Thus, this transcript falls into a kind of IRE pattem—the teacher asks a question in 

message 1, and then the students respond, and then the teacher comes back and evaluates 

the answers, simultaneously asking for another response, and so on. However, these 

pattems do not play out in exactiy the same way as they do in the face-to-face classroom. 

In the face-to-face classroom, only one participant can be handled at a time; otherwise, 

the whole class discussion would dissolve into chaos. Thus, the teacher stands at the 
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front of the room and asks a question. Then the teacher chooses just one student to 

answer, and then the teacher evaluates that one answer. Online, the teacher asks a 

question, but then all the students answer, and then he evaluates all the answers. Thus, in 

this particular case, as will be argued later, it is a rather restrictive use of the IRE pattem, 

as there is not much student-to-student interaction and there is not much knowledge-

making going on, but it is more interactive than the face-to-face model because more 

students can be handled at a time. Handled is a good word in terms of this class, but 

participate would be a better word overall—more students can participate online, even 

within an IRE pattem. 

As a result of the above similarities and differences, all packaged together, the present 

study argues that IRE pattems online are remediated. This is a term extended by the 

dissertation from the Bolter and Gmsin (1999) argument conceming the ways that new 

visual media evolve out of a dialectical relationship between old visual media and the 

possible, the possible as enabled by new technology. Bolter and Gmsin write (pp. 14-

15): 

Our primary concem will be with visual technologies, such as computer graphics 
and the World Wide Web, We will argue that these new media are doing exactly 
what their predecessors have done: presenting themselves as refashioned and 
improved versions of other media. Digital media can best be understood through 
the ways in which they honor, rival, and revise linear-perspective painting, 
photography, film, television, and print. No medium today, and certainly no 
single media event, seems to do its cultural work in isolation from other media, 
any more than it works in isolation from other social and economic forces. What 
is new about new media comes from the particular ways in which they refashion 
older media and the ways in which older media refashion themselves to answer 
the challenges of new media. 

Bolter and Gmsin give hundreds of examples of remediation in their book, but one of 

them is television, which is a remediation especially of film and theatre, as explained in 
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Chapter I, Television pulled programming from theatre and remediated it for its variety 

shows, and it remediated film genres for its own programming—film dramas remediated 

as soap operas, for example. Whenever one can say about a medium: such and such is 

just like so and so except.,,,there is evidence of remediation. Television is just like film, 

for example, except the screen is smaller, and one views it from home instead of a public 

movie theatre, and one has control over what is viewed, etc. This line of discussion is 

similar to descriptions of online discussion. Online discussion is just like face-to-face 

discussion, except the discussion is written instead of spoken and read instead of heard. 

Tum-taking does not have to proceed one person at a time; everyone can participate at 

once. The debates outlined in Chapter I are evidence of the remediated nature of online 

discussion. Some liken it more to writing (Hawisher & Moran, 1993; Moran, 1995), and 

some liken it more to conversation (Wilkins, 1991), Johanyak (1997) argues that online 

discussion will be more like speech if that is the writer's purpose, but more like writing if 

the writer wants it to sound that way. Always these descriptions involve the idea that 

online discussion is more like such and such and not exactly like such and such—not 

equivalent to speech or writing. Some even say that since online discussion is not totally 

like speech nor totally like writing, that it must be an absolutely unique form of 

communication altogether (Daisley, 1994; Graddol, 1990; Taylor, 1992). Bolter and 

Gmsin open their book with an example from the movie Strange Days. In this movie, the 

best new medium was a wire attached to the brain that gave users a first-person 

perspective on whatever had been recorded. One of the characters said, "This is not like 

TV only better.,,This is life. It's a piece of someone's life. Pure and uncut, straight from 
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the cerebral cortex. You're there. You're doing it, seeing it, hearing it,,,feeling it," But, 

in fact, the person wearing the wire isn't really there. It's really just like life, but.,.. 

Arguments characterizing new media as totally unique ignore their situatedness—their 

cultural attachments that are not stripped even when reinvented as a result of possibilities 

made available through new technology. Television, for example, still features 

remediated film genres, the drama, the comedy, the westem, etc. Television news still 

remediates newspapers with its "headline news" and its incorporation of text ribbons 

updating viewers on the latest news. Multimedia remediates everything. Similarly, 

online class discussions, as evidenced in the previous transcript, do not totally escape the 

long tradition of face-to-face discussions, and one kind of face-to-face discussion 

particularly ensconced in educational practice is the IRE discussion. Bellack, Kliebard, 

Hyman, and Smith documented the pattem in 1966, and researchers today are still 

documenting the same pattem (Hull, Rose, Fraser, & Castellano, 1991; Dobson, 1995; 

Tapper, 1996). Christina Haas (1999), a specialist in literacy technologies, draws from 

Vygotsky to explain that technologies in general are never simply replaced, but that 

instead, people make use of new technologies in keeping with the uses they had for the 

earlier technologies and the cultural practices that went along with them. Bolter and 

Gmsin (pp. 49-50) explain that remediations are the result of a dialectical relationship 

between the old and the possible, the possible as enabled by new technology. Teachers, 

using this concept, think about what has been done in the past, and then create new ways 

of operating based on the dialectical interaction between the old ways and the new 

practices made possible by different technology. The literature review in Chapter II 

contains extensive evidence of this. The first part of the review is made up of 
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teacher/researchers who re-envisioned online discussion through the new computer-

mediated technology. They found, for example, that they could hold class discussions 

online and increase student participation, interaction, and creativity. 

The second part of the review, however, is made up of teacher/researchers who 

realized that they could not escape all of the practices and problems associated with face-

to-face discussion. For example, they noticed that dominating students do sometimes still 

dominate online, and students do not always know how to break with their past more 

passive role and participate actively and productively online. But this movement, from a 

focus on re-envisioning the old to a focus on the realization that teachers cannot totally 

escape it, also fits the cultural process of remediation described by Bolter and Gmsin (pp. 

3-5, 19). They explain that at first, remediations are touted as improvements or reforms 

that will provide more immediate or more authentic experience than their predecessors. 

Bolter and Gmsin explain that people really want "the medium to disappear and leave 

them in the presence of the thing represented." In television and film, for example, 

people really want to experience what the characters are experiencing without the 

interference of the technology itself In the case of the online discussion, teachers want 

an unfettered meeting of the minds—they want pure connectivity without the hindrances 

of tum-taking procedures or difficult software or unmly students. They want the 

equivalent of a class wide Vulcan mind-meld with a creative-dialogic outcome. But of 

course, the medium is present, and it.,,mediates. Bolter and Gmsin write (p. 19), 

"Although each medium promises to reform its predecessors by offering a more 

immediate or authentic experience, the promise of reform inevitably lead us to become 

aware of the new medium as a medium." 
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The process of remediation is not bad, though; it is creative. New practices and ideas 

arise out of, and to some degree, exist side-by-side with, the old, as in the case of the 

remediated IRE pattem. As the researchers at the beginning of this chapter indicate, the 

IRE pattem face-to-face can be supportive of productive leaming, but it can also be a 

hindrance to student interaction. Online discussions are technologically enabled to 

facilitate greater student participation, but the IRE pattem can be remediated online and 

sometimes used in a restrictive way, as seen from the example transcript above. More 

analysis of this transcript follows in Chapter V in order to point out the kinds of things 

that teachers should avoid bringing with them to the online environment, for just because 

there is no way to escape past practices entirely does not mean that every past practice 

will inevitably be included in the new. The process of remediation should not be used as 

an excuse to tolerate unproductive practices. Remediation is a dialectical process, but not 

all products of that process have to be accepted. It is the argument of the present study 

that teachers are still engaged in the creative work of figuring out what can be done 

online and how to go about those practices effectively. The analysis presented in this 

dissertation is such an effort. 

The next transcript also reveals remediated IRE pattems, but the discussion is a bit 

more successful than the previous. 
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Analysis of the Second Transcript, From a 
First-Semester Technical Writing 

Course Taught by Teacher 1. 
Using Interchange 

The following transcript comes from a first-semester technical communication class 

using Daedalus Interchange, The teacher and the students are discussing ways to 

improve the design of a document in their textbook. This is only a partial transcript. 

Other threads were deleted to save space since they were not part of the particular 

analysis discussed in this chapter. Analysis follows the transcript. 

Message #19, Addresses Class 

Teacher 1: 
For those of you who are finished: Let's critique the format of the instructions on pages 
447-450,1, Topic Initiation/Which formatting techniques, according to Ch, 15, are done 
well, I, Topic Initiation/ and which formatting techniques could be improved according 
to Ch, 15? I, Topic Initiation/ 

Message #20, Addresses Class 
Teacher 1: 
If you aren't finished with the parallel stmcture exercise, you don't need to msh. R, 
Assertion/ The beauty of Interchange is that everyone can move at their own pace. R, 
Clarification-Elaboration/ 

Teacher Message Analysis 

Message #19, Addresses Class 
Teacher 1: 
For those of you who are finished: Let's critique the format of the instmctions on pages 
447-450. Formal Prompt/ Which formatting techniques, according to Ch. 15, are done 
well. Formal Question/ and which formatting techniques could be improved according 
to Ch, 15? Formal Question/ 

Message #20, Addresses Class 
Teacher 1: 
If you aren't finished with the parallel stmcture exercise, you don't need to msh. Formal 
Statement/ The beauty of Interchange is that everyone can move at their own pace. 
Formal Statement/ 
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Message #24, Unsupported, Addresses Class, References Teacher 1, #19 
Annie: 
At the bottom of P447, the sub point "a" should be put to the beginning of next page. R, 
Assertion/ 

Message #27, Supported, Addresses Class, References Teacher 1, #19 
Liz: 
In chapter 15, it states that wamings and cautions should be set apart by mled lines, 
broken lines, or mled boxes because this information is critical. R, Assertion/ This 
practice is used in the instmctions and draws the readers eye to the information that could 
help avoid injury. R, Evaluation/1 think this is very effective. R, Evaluation/ 

Message #29, Supported, Addresses Class, References Teacher 1, #19 
Justin: 
To me the direction 3a should be left out cause it common sense to start the chainsaw R, 
Assertion/ 

Message #31, Supported, Addresses Class, References Teacher 1, #19 
Tammy: 
The holding of titles, such as Introduction, are done well. R, Evaluation/ Putting a box 
around the waming makes it stand out. R, Evaluation/ Listing with numbers and letters 
makes it easy to find specifics. R, Evaluation/ Underlining is good to separate 
paragraphs R, Evaluation/ but I think having them under each graphic makes it look a 
little confusing. R, Qualification/1 would also try to cut down on the size of some of the 
paragraph. R, Assertion/ 

Message #34, Supported, Addresses Class, References Teacher 1, #19 
Jeff: 
The first page in the document is not numbered as suggested in Chapter 15. R, Assertion/ 

Message #36 Addresses Class 
Teacher 1: 
Really good suggestions so far R, Evaluation/ 

Teacher Message Analysis 
Message #36 Addresses Class 

Teacher 1: 
Really good suggestions so far Formal Statement/ 

Message #37, Supported, Addresses Class, References Teacher 1, #19 
Maritza: 
In Chapter 15, it says to use different type sizes to reflect the ranks of heads. I, R, 
Assertion/1 would use a bigger font for the numbered steps. I, R, Assertion/ 
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Message #38, Supported, Addresses Class, References Teacher 1, #19 
Annie: 
Shouldn't leave that much space between figure 2 and "HGURE 2". R, Assertion/ 
However, I think that the idea of putting a box around the waming is very effective. R, 
Evaluation/ Also, holding each main point and italics each sub point can catch reader's 
attention easily. R, Evaluation/ 

Message #39, Supported, Addresses Class, References Teacher 1, #19 
Amy: 
The process is more easily understandable if the instmctions have the process broken 
down into parts with steps for each of these parts. R, Assertion/ These instmctions 
appear to me to have pretty good graphics to illustrate the step. R, Evaluation/ The labels 
and arrows to show direction are very affective for these types of instmctions. R, 
Evaluation/ 

Message #40, Unsupported, Addresses Class, References Teacher 1, #19 
Jeff: 
The top and right margins seem to be too small. R, Evaluation/ 

Message #41, Addresses Maritza, #37 
Teacher 1: 
Maritza, yes, I think that is one of the worst things about this example R, Assertion/—the 
numbered steps here do not stand out, R, Evaluation/ 

Teacher Message Analysis 
Message #41, Addresses Maritza, #37 

Teacher 1: 
Maritza, yes, I think that is one of the worst things about this example Conversational 
Statement/—the numbered steps here do not stand out. Conversational Statement/ 

Message #42, Supported, Addresses Class, References Teacher 1, #19 
Jeff: 
The lack of white space fails to provide breathing room between blocks of information. 
R, Evaluation/ 

Message #43, Unsupported, Addresses Class, References Teacher 1, #19 
Justin: 
The good thing is that the wamings are sure to stand out. R, Assertion/ 

Message #44, Supported, Addresses Class, References Teacher 1, #19 
Colleen: 
The use of highlighting is well done, R, Evaluation/ For example, hitroduction, 
Warning, Required Steps, Figure (1,2 and 3), and the Conclusion are all highlighted. R, 
Clarification-Elaboration/ This informs the reader that these are important sections of 
the document. R, Clarification-Elaboration/ Under the required steps. How to Choose 
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the Lay, How to Provide an Escape Path, etc. needs to be highlighted. R, Assertion/ 
Visual aids above the figures are helpful. R, Evaluation/ 

Message #45, Unsupported, Addresses Class, References Teacher 1, #19 
Darla: 
I don't think I would use the words "Required Steps" in bold. R, Assertion/1 might 
change it to something else, R, Clarification-Elaboration/ 

Message #46, Supported, Addresses Class, References Teacher 1, #19 
Stacy: 
I like the way they bring your attention to the waming by framing it. R, Evaluation/ The 
reader will be sure to read it. R, Clarification-Elaboration/ 

Message #47, Addresses Class, References Colleen, #44, & Darla, 45 
Teacher 1: 
Talking about the numbered steps, it seems odd to me to number as a step what really 
seems to just be a dividing header. R, Assertion/ So, step 1, "how to Choose the Lay, " is 
not really a step; R, Clarification-Elaboration/ it is really a header describing what the 
fist section of instmctions will tell us how to do. R, Clarification-Elaboration/ Does 
that make sense? I, R, Question/ 

Teacher Message Analysis 

Message #47, Addresses Class 
Teacher 1: 
Talking about the numbered steps, it seems odd to me to number as a step what really 
seems to just be a dividing header. Formal Statement/ So, step 1, "how to Choose the 
Lay, " is not really a step; Formal Statement/ it is really a header describing what the 
first section of instmctions will tell us how to do. Formal Statement/ Does that make 
sense? Formal Question/ 

Message #48, Supported, Addresses Class, References Teacher 1, #19 
Tammy: 
The use of lines as separation is overdone. R, Evaluation/ They should be limited. R, 
Clarification-Elaboration/ They also conflict with the boxes around the waming. R, 
Assertion/ This makes the document look too choppy, I, R, Clarification-Elaboration/ 

Message #49, Addresses Tammy, #48 
Teacher 1: 
But Tammy, remember the advice about adequate white space R, Assertion/ 

Teacher Message Analysis 

Message #49, Addresses Tammy, #48 
Teacher 1: 
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But Tammy, remember the advice about adequate white space Conversational 
Statement/ 

Message #50, Addresses Class, References Teacher 1, #47 
Teacher 1: 
So, the document has two levels of headings in actuality. I, R, Assertion/ The first level 
is: Introduction, Required Steps, and Conclusion, I, R, Clarification-Elaboration/ The 
second level is listed as steps, but they really are not steps that tell us to do something; I, 
R, Assertion/ they are really headers that tell us what is coming, I, R, Clarification-
Elaboration/ and these are how to Choose the Lay, How to Provide an Escape path. How 
to make an Undercut, etc. I, R, Clarification-Elaboration/ So, how would you all redo 
this? I, R, Topic Initiation/ 

Teacher Message Analysis 

Message #50, Addresses Class, References Teacher 1, #47 
Teacher 1: 
So, the document has two levels of headings in actuality. Formal Statement/ The first 
level is: Introduction, Required Steps, and Conclusion. Formal Statement/ The second 
level is listed as steps, but they really are not steps that tell us to do something; Formal 
Statement/ they are really headers that tell us what is coming. Formal Statement/ and 
these are how to Choose the Lay, How to Provide an Escape path. How to make an 
Undercut, etc. Formal Statement/ So, how would you all redo this? Formal Question/ 

Message #51, Unsupported, Addresses Class, References Teacher 1, #19 
Alex: 
Maybe you could get rid of the wamings altogether, R, Assertion/ A decent substitute 
could be to make bold emphasis where it is necessary and just put a standard waming 
about tree felling in Teacher 5ral in the beginning, R, Clarification-Elaboration/ 

Message #52, Unsupported, Addresses Class, References Teacher 1, #19 
John: 
The waming boxes are outiined to attract the readers attention to the hazards that are 
involved. R, Assertion/ The heading and the subheadings should be at fonts of 14, R, 
Evaluation/ this way the required steps could be in bold and 12 pt, R, Clarification-
Elaboration/ Part c on step 3 is to close to the figure above. R, Evaluation/ 

Message #53, Unsupported, Addresses Class, References Teacher 1, #50 
Colleen: 
The letters should be replaced by numbered steps, R, Assertion/ 

Message #54, Unsupported, Addresses Class, References Teacher 1, #50 
Annie: 
I would use bullet instead of numbered steps. I, R, Assertion/ 
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Message #55, Supported, Addresses Class, References Teacher 1, #50 
Darla: 
I would drop either the explanation of each step, or the number. R, Assertion/ It is too 
much using both, R, Clarification-Elaboration/ 

Message #56, Unsupported, Addresses Class, References Annie, #54, & Teacher 1, 
#50 

Maritza: 
I agree with Annie, I, R, Assertion/1 would use bullets, I, R, Clarification-
Elaboration/ 

Message #57, Unsupported, Addresses Class, References Teacher 1, #50 
Liz: 
I would leave the Intro, Required Steps, and Conclusion in all caps and bold as they are I, 
R, Assertion/ but I would change the headers to unnumbered bolded lowercase letters. R, 
Assertion/ Then number the steps under these headers because they actually say what to 
do. R, Assertion/ 

Message #58, Unsupported, Addresses Class, References Teacher 1, #50 
Justin: 
I think simply underlining the heading would be sufficient. I, R, Assertion/ 

Message #59, Unsupported, Addresses Class, References Teacher 1, #50 
Tammy: 
I would bold and enlarge the fonts of the first level of headings R, Assertion/ and I 
would just bold and use normal font size for the second set of headings. R, Assertion/ 

Message #60, Addresses Class, References Annie, #54, & Maritza, #56 
Teacher 1: 
Think of bullets as something you use to emphasize each point in a list, not as a way to 
emphasize words in Teacher 5ral, I, R, Assertion/ 

Teacher Message Analysis 

Message #60, Addresses Class, References Annie, #54, & Maritza, #56 
Teacher 1: 
Think of bullets as something you use to emphasize each point in a list, not as a way to 
emphasize words in Teacher 5ral. Formal Statement/ 

Message #61, Unsupported, Addresses Class, References Teacher 1, #50 
Amy: 
Maybe call the headings the different PARTS of the process. R, Assertion/ There are 
individual STEPS that make up these initial parts that actually go about doing the task at 
hand. R, Clarification-Elaboration/ - PARTI: HOW TO CHOOSE THE LAY 
Step 1: — 
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Message #62, Addresses Class, References Liz, #57, Justin, #58 
Teacher 1: 
Great ideas—it's hard to remember everything at once about chapter 15,1 know, R, 
Acknowledgment/ but remember that underlining and all caps is harder to read than just 
making typefaces larger and/or bold, I, R, Assertion/ 

Teacher Message Analysis 

Message #62, Addresses Class, References Liz, #57, Justin, #58 
Teacher 1: 
Great ideas—it's hard to remember everything at once about chapter 15,1 know. Formal 
Statement/ but remember that underlining and all caps is harder to read than just making 
typefaces larger and/or bold. Formal Statement/ 

Message #63, Supported, Addresses Class, References Justin, #58 
Maritza: 
I disagree with Justin, R, Assertion/ underlining makes things hard to read, R, 
Clarification-Elaboration 

Message #64, Supported, Addresses Class, References Teacher 1, #19 
Christy: 
*The warning box was good R, Evaluation/ 
*He could have made more specific headings R, Assertion/ 
*His figures and visuals were well thought R, Evaluation/ 
*I couldn't understand some of his words R, Assertion/ and sometimes the directions 
skipped around and made things difficult and unclear-making things confusing, R, 
Evaluation/ 
*I think direct bullets with specific instmction would help R, Assertion/ 
*I also think labeling sections in his document with subheading or letter a, d c etc. would 
make things as clear as crystal, R, Assertion/ 
*Maybe he could include a glossary of words used by log cutters R, Assertion/ that way 
someone like me could understand words like fell, R, Clarification-Elaboration/ 

Message #65, Unsupported, Addresses Class, References Teacher 1, #50 
Jamie: 
I would make the words in the start of each new number bold. R, Assertion/ 

Message #66, Supported, Addresses Class, References Teacher 1, #19 
Stacy: 
Instmctions for "How to make the backcut" are on one page, R, Assertion/ and the 
illustration that corresponds to the instmctions are on another page. R, Assertion/ This 
means that the reader has to flip back and forth between the pages. R, Assertion/ I would 
like to see the illustration on the same page as the instmctions. R, Assertion/ 
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Message #67, Unsupported, Addresses Class, References Teacher 1 #62, & Maritza, 
#63 

Liz: 
All caps are harder to read when there are a lot of them R, Acknowledgment/ but the 
word INTRODUCTION isn't hard to readjust because it is in all caps. R, Qualification/ 

Message #68, N/A, Addresses Teacher 1, References Teacher 1, #60 
Annie: 
How about bold those headings instead of bullet or numbering? I, R, Question/ 

Message #69, Supported, Addresses Class, References Teacher 1, #62, and Maritza, 
#63 

Justin: 
Even though underlining the headings makes it harder to read, the emphasis is on the 
lettered steps not the headings R, Assertion/ 

Message #70, Addresses Class 
Teacher 1: 
—Really good, everyone.— There are different ways to go about this, obviously, R, 
Assertion/ but in Teacher 5ral, we need to make heading level two stand out better, R, 
Assertion/ and the two best ways to do this would be to make them bold and/or increase 
the font size. R, Assertion/ There is no need to number a heading R, Assertion/—this 
was an odd thing in this example, R, Clarification-Elaboration/ You number steps, not 
headings. R, Clarification-Elaboration/ Then, we also want to be sure that heading level 
1 is differentiated enough from heading level 2 once we have made heading level 2 stand 
out more. R, Assertion/ It would make sense to center heading level 1, increase the font 
size, and keep the holding, R, Assertion/ but take off the caps since all caps is hard to 
read. R, Assertion/ 

Teacher Message Analysis 

Message #70, Addresses Class 
Teacher 1: 
—Really good, everyone.— There are different ways to go about this, obviously. 
Formal Statement/ but in general, we need to make heading level two stand out better. 
Formal Statement/ and the two best ways to do this would be to make them bold and/or 
increase the font size. Formal Statement/ There is no need to number a heading Formal 
Statement/—this was an odd thing in this example. Formal Statement / You number 
steps, not headings. Formal Statement / Then, we also want to be sure that heading level 
1 is differentiated enough from heading level 2 once we have made heading level 2 stand 
out more. Formal Statement / It would make sense to center heading level 1, increase 
the font size, and keep the holding. Formal Statement / but take off the caps since all 
caps is hard to read. Formal Statement / 
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Discussion of Transcript from the First-Semester 
Technical Writing Class Taught by Teacher 1, 

Using Interchange 

This transcript also exhibits a remediated IRE pattem, as will be pointed out below. 

The teacher in this exchange, though, remediates the pattem differently in some places, 

which is interesting, hi addition, the exchange seems to be a bit more successful than the 

previous, if only because of the increased student participation. 

General Description of the Interchange. 
Technical Writing Course. Teacher 1 

Students in this discussion contributed 76% of the discussion as opposed to the 

previous where students only contributed 57% of the discussion, as shown below on 

Table 4.7. But the teacher in this discussion did contribute quite a bit, and the number of 

words she contributed as compared with the students was also significant, 40 words per 

message, on average, as opposed to the students' 28, 

Table 4.7 General Description of the Interchange, 
Technical Writing Course, Teacher 1 

Number of students 14 
Number of messages 42 
Number of student messages 32 
Average number of messages per student 
Average number of words per student 
message 28 
Number of teacher messages 10 
Average number of words per teacher 
message 40 
Percent of messages written by students 76 
Percent of messages written by the teacher 24 
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Intermessage Reference Analysis, Technical 
Writing Course. Teacher 1. Interchange 

The intermessage reference analysis, which acts as an indicator of dialogicality and 

discussion pattems, points to relatively low dialogicality in this exchange, and a teacher-

centered discussion pattem, as shown on Tables 4,8 and 4.9 below. 

Table 4.8 Intermessage Reference Analysis, 
Overall Totals, Technical Writing Course, 
Interchange, Teacher 1 

Overall Totals 
Number of direct addresses 
Number of individual-to-class addresses 
Number of references 

# 

3 
40 
40 

Table 4.9 Intermessage Reference Analysis, 
Specific Breakdown, Technical Writing 
Course, Interchange, Teacher 1 

Interaction Type 
Student-to-student direct addresses 
Student to teacher direct addresses 
Teacher to student direct addresses 
Student to class 
Teacher to class 
Student-to-student references 
Student to teacher references 
Teacher to student references 

# 

0 
1 
2 
31 
9 
3 
31 
6 

% 

0 
33 
67 
78 
23 
8 

78 
14 

In fact, this part of the analysis does not differ much from that of the previous 

transcript. There were no student-to-student direct addresses, while there was one in the 

previous discussion. There were only three student-to-student references here, even 

though there were 42 messages altogether. There were only fourteen messages in the 
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previous transcript, and two student-to-student references. There were 31 student to 

teacher references in this exchange, which points to a teacher-centered pattem, shown in 

later analyses to fall into the IRE pattem. 

Initiate-Respond Pattem Analysis, Technical 
Writing, Teacher 1, Interchange 

There were no student initiations in this exchange or the previous. There were, 

however, 65 student responses here as opposed to five in the previous discussion, as 

shown in Table 4,10 below. That significant difference does point to the somewhat 

greater success of this exchange—the students did participate quite a bit. However, the 

students in this class were in class and required to participate right then. In the previous 

class, the students were not required to participate. Furthermore, the discussion in that 

class was supposed to continue throughout the entire semester, so the students were not in 

class with a teacher right with them and a class-period time limit encouraging response. 

In addition, nine of the students' clauses functioned as both initiation/responses, but most 

of those, as in the previous discussion, functioned as initiations for the teacher, who later 

responded. 

Table 4,10 Initiate-Respond Pattem Analysis, 
Technical Writing, Interchange, Teacher 1 

Initiate-Respond Pattern Analysis 
Number of initiations 
Number of responses 
Number of initiation/responses 
Number of student initiations 
Number of teacher initiations 
Number of student responses 
Number of teacher responses 
Number of student initiation/responses 
Number of teacher initiation/responses 

# 

3 
84 
18 
0 
3 

65 
19 
8 
10 
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Intermessage Analysis, Technical Writing. 
Teacher 1, Interchange 

Interestingly, there were only two teacher clauses categorized as evaluations, and both 

of those were positive evaluations: "Maritza, yes, I think that is one of the worst things 

about this example—the numbered steps here do not stand out," and "Really good 

suggestions so far." The discussion did fall into the IRE pattem, however. The teacher 

began this part of the Interchange with a prompt in message 19 asking students to critique 

the document design of a set of instmctions. Students responded to her prompt 

thereafter, and in message 36, the teacher evaluated those first five responses collectively, 

with one of the two positive evaluations quoted above. This represents a different 

remediation of the IRE pattem. In the previous exchange, the teacher evaluated the 

students individually. This teacher does, too, as will be shown in the very next example, 

but she also evaluates with a group response. So the pattem begins with a teacher 

question; a group of students respond, and then the teacher comes back with a group 

evaluation. Students keep responding after message 36, In message 37, Maritza gives a 

suggestion that the teacher finds particularly good, so she contributes the second of the 

two positive evaluations to her individually in message 41, The students contribute a 

string of responses next, and then in message 47, the teacher references Colleen and 

Darla, from messages 44 and 45, because she thinks that they have brought up an issue 

important for the students to focus on more. She explains that the second heading level is 

numbered, which is odd. But she does not yet ask a question about it, other than to ask if 

what she has pointed out makes sense, A student message appears next, suggesting that 
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the use of lines to mark off white space is overdone, a suggestion that violates good 

document design principles, so the teacher, in the very next message, evaluates that 

suggestion negatively by cautioning her to remember the advice in her textbook about 

adequate white space. The teacher picks up her thought from message 47, then, in the 

next message, explaining her point about the numbered headings a bit further, and asking 

students how they would fix the problem. Some of the students in the following 

messages still focus on the first prompt, as is normal in Interchange, Students do not 

always participate at the same pace, but some do pick up the next prompt right away. 

Among those students, Annie and Maritza, in messages 54 and 56, suggest that the 

headings be highlighted with bullets instead of numbers. This is not a good suggestion, 

since bullets are used to emphasize items in a list instead of headings, and in message 60, 

the teacher negatively evaluates Annie and Maritza in a third move to their second move 

response, but interestingly, she does not use their names in a direct address; she merely 

references them by writing: "Think of bullets as something you use to emphasize each 

point in a list, not as a way to emphasize words in general." In the next message. Amy 

suggests, in part, to use all caps in the headings, another less than ideal design suggestion. 

In message 62, then, the teacher begins, interestingly, with a positive group evaluation, 

perhaps to off-set what she thinks are too many negative contributions: "Great ideas-

,,,." But then, she ends the message with a negative evaluation that serves as a third 

move to Amy's second: ",,,it's hard to remember everything at once about chapter 15,1 

know, but remember that underiining and all caps is harder to read than just making 

typefaces larger and/or bolder," The students then continue to respond. In message 67, 

Liz argues with the teacher by writing: "All caps are harder to read when there are a lot 
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of them, but the word INTRODUCTION isn't hard to read just because it is in all caps." 

The student is right, but the teacher prefers to use other ways to highlight if they are 

available, because all caps is harder to read than other highlighting means. She chooses 

to wait until the last message, however, message 70, to emphasize that point again. And 

interestingly, she emphasizes it through a group evaluation instead of addressing Liz 

directly. It appears as if the teacher in this exchange is ambivalent about her role as an 

evaluator. She is sensitive to the students' feelings and tries to cushion negative 

evaluations, for the most part, in generic reminders to students as a group. This 

technique will be discussed in the next chapter in terms of teacher style. 

Table 4.11 Intermessage Analysis, Overall Numbers 
and Percentages, Technical Writing, Interchange, 
Teacher 1 

Categories 
Questions 
Flames 
Evaluations 
Topic Initiations 
Assertions 
Acknowledgments 
Off-Task Clauses 
Qualifications 
Definitions 
Clarification-Elaborations 

# 

2 
0 
23 
4 
53 
1 
0 
2 
0 
21 

% 

2 
0 
22 
4 
50 
1 
0 
2 
0 
20 
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Table 4.12 Intermessage Analysis, Specific Breakdown, Technical Writing, 
Interchange, Teacher 1 

Categories 
Questions 
Flames 
Evaluations 
Topic Initiations 
Assertions 
Acknowledgments 
Off-Task Clauses 
Qualifications 
Definitions 
Clarification-Elaborations 

# T 
1 
0 
2 
4 
15 
1 
0 
0 
0 
8 

% T 
3 
0 
7 
13 
49 
3 
0 
0 
0 
26 

#S 
1 
0 
21 
0 
38 
0 
0 
2 
0 
13 

% S 
1 
0 
28 
0 
51 
0 
0 
3 
0 
17 

This transcript also falls into a remediated IRE pattem, but it seems to be a bit more 

successful than the previous transcript, if only because more students contributed more. 

Other than that, however, the seemingly greater success of this exchange can only be 

shown through the more contextualized analysis presented in Chapter 5. Briefly, though, 

the students seemed to understand the discussion assignment better in this exchange than 

they did in the previous. Students did a pretty good job of addressing the discussion 

prompt, but they did not in the previous assignment. Further, the teacher in this exchange 

supported the contributions that exhibited good design recommendations, and pointed out 

difficulties in student suggestions that broke good document design mles. In addition, 

the teacher here ended the discussion with a description of the kind of design that would 

work, which acted as good support for the design principles the students were practicing 

applying. Thus, the point in this discussion was clear, as opposed to the previous 

discussion, whose teacher did not participate in a way that drew the knowledge 
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constmcted in the discussion together into a cohesive, pedagogical point. In some ways, 

however, the present discussion topic was not successful, because there was not enough 

room for the students to discuss and build knowledge. There were essentially right and 

wrong ways to redesign the instmctions, and even though there was probably room for 

some variations in those redesigns, there did not seem to be enough possibility for 

variation to inspire much debate. As a result, it appears that the remediated IRE pattem, 

by itself, is not the sole determinant of productivity in an online discussion. Teachers can 

make use of that discussion pattem in different ways, and it does not seem unlikely that a 

teacher, with a clear discussion assignment, a prompt that inspires tme exploration, 

reflection, and debate, and a supportive mediating style could make use of the pattem to 

encourage productive interaction and also steer students away from unfmitful or just flat 

wrong directions. These more contextual elements will be analyzed in Chapter 5, 

The next section presents a transcript that exhibits the star and altemating initiate-

respond discussion pattems. 

Analysis of the Third Transcript, From a 
First-Semester Creative Writing 

Course Taught by Teacher 2 
Using Interchange 

The following transcript was taken from an introductory creative writing class. The 

students used Interchange almost every class day in order to discuss short stories assigned 

as class reading or two short stories written by students in the class and in the revision 

stages. When discussing student writing, the writer was not allowed to participate in the 

discussions until the others had finished because the teacher wanted the writer to see how 
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the students interpreted the story without help from him/her. The idea was that then the 

writer would know better what to revise. This particular discussion is just one half of the 

whole Interchange, and it focuses on one student's short story. The transcript is 

presented as an example of an exchange that did not fall into the IRE pattem. 

Message #1, Unsupported, Addresses Writer 
Kell: 
Cindy I think that you have a very twisted outlook on love R, Assertion/ but I loved your 
story anyways. R, Evaluation/ 

Message #2, Unsupported, Addresses Class 
CM: 
I really liked that story, especially the end of the story, I, R, Evaluation/ but I was very 
disappointed in Deanna for doing something that she really doesn't want to do. I, R, 
Assertion/ It was great though! R, Evaluation/ 

Message #3, Unsupported, Addresses Writer 
Andrea: 
That was a really awesome story! R, Evaluation/ How in the world did you think of that 
plot? R, Question/1 can't think of any suggestions because it was so good. R, Assertion/ 
The ending wasn't what I was expecting at all, I, R, Assertion/ 

Message #4, Supported, Addresses Class 
Kevin: 
I liked it, R, Evaluation/1 was a little confused on why someone would stay with 
someone for 25 yrs, just to min their life, I, R, Assertion/ Possibly 25 yrs. was too 
drastic. I, R, Clarification-Elaboration/1 fell it would be more believable if say it were 
more like 5 yrs. Or so. I, R, Clarification-Elaboration/ 

Message #5, Supported, Addresses Writer 
Kell: 
I liked the way that you were very descriptive with Deanna's feelings so that the reader 
can realize just how tormented she was, I, R, Assertion/ 

Message #6, Supported, Addresses Writer 
Dianna: 
Cindy, I loved the end of this story! I, R, Evaluation/ It was great how you gave little 
hints about Ron's behavior that made sense after the end was read. I, R, Clarification-
Elaboration/ Very clever! I, R, Evaluation/ 
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Message #7, Unsupported, Addresses Writer, References Dianna, #6 
Kevin: 
—Me too,— I liked the littie descriptive hints about ron's behavior R, Assertion/ 

Message #8, Supported, Addresses Class, References Kevin, #4 
Andrea: 
I thought 25 years was okay. I, R, Assertion/1 am just impressed that they had so much 
determination to last that long, I, R, Clarification-Elaboration/ —Great discription,— I 
want to read it again to see if I can predict the ending, I, R, Assertion/ 

Message #9, Supported, Addresses Kevin, #4 
Dianna: 
I disagree Kevin, I, R, Assertion/ the extremeness (is that a word??) make it more ironic, 
I, R, Assertion/ 

Message #10, Addresses Kevin, #4 
Teacher 2: 
Yeah, Kevin, that's a lot of hatred, I, R, Assertion/ Devil's Advocate: Wouldn't she fall 
in love with someone else in all that time? I, R, Question/ Why didn't she just kill him? 
I, R, Question/ 

Teacher Message Analysis 

Message #10, Addresses Kevin, #4 
Teacher 2: 
Yeah, Kevin, that's a lot of hatred. Conversational Statement/ Devil's Advocate: 
Wouldn't she fall in love with someone else in all that time? Conversational Question/ 
Why didn't she just kill him? Conversational Question/ 

Message #11, Unsupported, Addresses Class 
Andrea: 
It could be a good plot to an Alfred Hitchcock film R, Assertion/ 

Message #12, N/A, Addresses Teacher 2, #10 
CM: 
Because torturing someone is much more rewarding than just killing them. I, R, 
Assertion/ 

Message #13, N/A, Addresses Callie (CM), #12 
Andrea: 
How do you know that Callie? I, R, Question/ 
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Message #14, N/A, Addresses Class, References Teacher 2, #10 
Kell: 
That could have been a whole new sequel to the book, her plot to kill him anfd how she 
pulls it off. R, Assertion/ Oh I forgot they love each other now R, Clarification-
Elaboration/ 

Message #15, Addresses CM, #12 
Teacher 2: 
You've been talking to my ex, haven't you,,,, I, R, Assertion/ 

Teacher Message Analysis 

Message #15, Addresses CM, #12 
Teacher 2: 
You've been talking to my ex, haven't you.,.. Conversational Statement/ 

Message #16, Supported, Addresses Class, References CM, #2 
Brooke: 
I found myself very dissapointed in Deanna also. I, R, Assertion/1 disagreed with her 
decision to marry Ron and carry it on for 25 yrs,.,silly girl. I, R, Clarification-
Elaboration/ But stories aren't about agreeing with character's decisions. I, R, 
Assertion/1 also felt like I was supposed to feel sorry for Deanna because Ron was 
treating her badly, I, R, Assertion/1 didn't feel sorry for her. I, R, Clarification-
Elaboration/ 

Message #17, N/A, Addresses Teacher 2, #15 
CM: 
I just heard that somewhere. R, Assertion/ 

Message #18, Supported, Addresses Class 
Brandon: 
I think the story would have been a lot more juicy if the effect of telling Ron to go to Hell 
would have been brought out more; I, R, Assertion/ in other words bringing the conflict 
out more and seeing how it interestingly develops. I, R, Clarification-Elaboration/ 

Message #19, Addresses Class 
Teacher 2: 
How about the stmcture of the story? I, R, Topic Initiation/ It's straightforward 
chronologically, from beginning to end, I, R, Clarification-Elaboration/ What if the 
story focused on the end scene, and the rest came out as memories? I, R, Topic 
Initiation/ It just seems to me that 25 years is way too broad a scope for a brief short 
story. I, R, Clarification-Elaboration/ 
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Teacher Message Analysis 

Message #19, Addresses Class 
Teacher 2: 
How about the stmcture of the story? Formal Question/ It's straightforward 
chronologically, from beginning to end. Formal Statement/ What if the story focused on 
the end scene, and the rest came out as memories? Formal Question/ It just seems to me 
that 25 years is way too broad a scope for a brief short story. Formal Statement/ 

Message #20, Supported, Addresses Class, References Brandon, #18 
Andrea: 
I liked the fact that they tolerated each other and didn't scream and fight all the time. I, 
R, Assertion/ That would have been too common and everyday if they did that. I, R, 
Clarification-Elaboration/ 

Message #21, Supported, Addresses Class, References Brooke, #16, & CM, #2 
Dianna: 
I don't feel involved enough to feel disappointment. R, Assertion/ It was good 
entertainment, though. R, Qualification/ I think they deserved each other. I, R, 
Assertion/ Imagine if they has inflicted themselves on some innocent soul. I, R, 
Assertion/ —What a hoot.— 

Message #22, Supported, Addresses Class, References Andrea, #8, Dianna, #9, & 
Teacher 2, #10 

Kevin: 
—25 YEARS?— Take a close look at 25 years. I, R, Assertion/ It seems almost 
impossible, or better, unrealistic that this would actually happen, I, R, Assertion/ In the 
story they were dating, married, and then SLAM,..25 years of tortuous marriage. I, R, 
Clarification-Elaboration/ Too me it's just unrealistic. I, R, Assertion/ 

Message #23, Unsupported, Addresses Class 
Wendy: 
I really liked the story, R, Evaluation/1 had to laugh out loud when I read the ending. I, 
R, Assertion/ It wasn't at all what I expected, I, R, Clarification-Elaboration/ 

Message #24, Supported, Addresses Class, References Teacher 2, #19 
Kell: 
But then they couldn't have fallen in love because if she loved him she wouldn't want to 
remember all the bad times, R, Assertion/ 

Message #25, Supported, Addresses Class, References Teacher 2, #19 
Andrea: 
It is a long time, I, R, Acknowledgment/ but the ending is so suspensful and surprising 
that I think it wouldn't be so shocking if it came at the beginning. I, R, Assertion/ 
However, there are several ways to write a story. R, Qualification/ 
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Message #26, Addresses Class, References Dianna, #21 
Teacher 2: 
What about them 'deserving each other'? I, R, Topic Initiation/ Is that how relationships 
really work? I, R, Topic Initiation/ Does this suggest fate as a theme in the story? I, R, 
Topic Initiation/ 

Teacher Message Analysis 

Message #26, Addresses Class, References Dianna, #21 
Teacher 2: 
What about them 'deserving each other'? Formal Question/ Is that how relationships 
really work? Formal Question/ Does this suggest fate as a theme in the story? Formal 
Question/ 

Message #27, Supported, Addresses Kevin, #22 
Dianna: 
'scuse me Kevin.,,,I was married 15 years, I, R, Assertion/ it isn't that long in 
retrospect, I, R, Assertion/ Give it time, I, R, Assertion/ 

Message #28, Supported, Addresses Class, References Teacher 2, #19 
Jessie: 
I think they were in some kind of love all those years and just realized it as they were 
about to end the marriage. R, Assertion/ 

Message #29, N/A, Addresses Andrea, #20 
Brandon: 
Andrea, it may have been common for fighting to develop more in their relationship, I, 
R, Acknowledgment/ but can you honestly say that by making it that mushy it is more 
interesting? I, R, Question/ 

Message #30, Supported, Addresses Class, References Teacher 2, #19, Kevin, #4, 
Andrea, #5, Dianna, #9, Teacher 2, #10, Brooke, #16, Kevin, #22, & Andrea, #8, #25 
CM: 
The thing that bothers me about 25 years is that they wasted all that time being mean to 
each other, R, Assertion/ At the end, you're really glad that they fall in love, R, 
Clarification-Elaboration/ but they probably only have about 30 or 40 good years left. 
R, Clarification-Elaboration/ But, again, people are living a lot longer these days. R, 
Acknowledgment/ 

Message #31, Unsupported, Addresses Teacher 2, #26 
Dianna: 
—Exactly Teacher 2.— I thought the same thing. R, Assertion/ —Devine Justice.— 
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Message #32, Supported, Addresses Class, References Kevin, #22 
Wendy: 
I agree with Kevin, I, R, Assertion/ 25 years is a little long to torture someone. I, R, 
Assertion/ —While torturing yourself too.— I'm not even 25 years old, I, R, 
Clarification-Elaboration/1 think it's a littie dramatic, I, R, Clarification-Elaboration/ 

Message #33, Supported, Addresses Class, References Wendy, #23, Andrea, #25 
Kevin: I have to agree, I, R, Assertion/ The ending wasn't what I expected. I, R, 
Assertion/1 thought she was gonna dump him on the curb and go find herself some 
young buck! I, R, Clarification-Elaboration/ The author threw me a curve ball. I, R, 
Assertion/ 

Message #34, Supported, Addresses Teacher 2, #26 
Kell: 
Yes, I agree to Teacher 2 R, Assertion/ hatful people deserve hatful mates because 
otherwise they would take it out on the general public. R, Assertion/ 

Message #35, Supported, Addresses Brandon, #29 
Andrea: 
Was it really 'Mushy.' I, R, Question/ If they smooched and there were more details then 
it would have been mushy, I, R, Assertion/1 guess a small fight in there could be okay, 
too. I, R, Acknowledgment/ But, that's what we expect to happen. I, R, Assertion/ My 
opinion is that it is more interesting this way. I, R, Assertion/ 

Message #36, N/A, Addresses Class 
Jessie: 
Did they never have children? I, R, Question/1 guess not! I, R, Assertion/ 

Message #37, Supported, Addresses Kevin, #33 
Brandon: 
Kevin, although I agree with you, I think you defeated your argument with the author 
throwing you a curv ball. I, R, Assertion/ Understand what I mean? I, R, Question/ 

Message #38, Unsupported, Addresses Class 
AS: 
This story was definetiy different! I, R, Assertion/ 

Message #39, Addresses Class 
Teacher 2: 
I want to open the broader subject of this KIND of ending: the surprise. I, R, Topic 
Initiation/ We all remember "The Gift of the Magi," right? I, Question/ That's probably 
the supreme example of the kind of narrative ending whose value derives from a sudden 
revelation, I, Assertion/ Essentially, this kind of ending moves the climax of the sorry to 
its very end, I, Clarification-Elaboration/ What are some of the pitfalls of this kind of 
ending? I, Topic Initiation/ What should one avoid if trying to write such an ending? I, 
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Topic Initiation/ Would you like to read such an ending to every story? I, Topic 
Initiation/ Why or why not? I, Topic Initiation/ 

Teacher Message Analysis 

Message #39, Addresses Class 
Teacher 2: 
I want to open the broader subject of this KIND of ending: the surprise. Formal 
Statement/ We all remember "The Gift of the Magi," right? Formal Question/ That's 
probably the supreme example of the kind of narrative ending whose value derives from a 
sudden revelation. Formal Statement/ Essentially, this kind of ending moves the climax 
of the sorry to its very end. Formal Statement/ What are some of the pitfalls of this kind 
of ending? Formal Question/ What should one avoid if trying to write such an ending? 
Formal Question/ Would you like to read such an ending to every story? Formal 
Question/ Why or why not? Formal Question/ 

Message #40-Supported, Addresses Class, References Brandon, #37 
Kell: 
I think that good stories should throw you a curve ball because otherwise they would be 
too predictable, R, Assertion/ 

Message #41, Supported, Addresses Jessie, #36 
Brooke: 
Maybe they'll have kids now that they're in love. R, Assertion/ But I don't understand 
how they could be in love.. ,R, Assertion/ They share a hate for one another. R, 
Clarification-Elaboration/ 

Message #42, Supported, Addresses Class, References Teacher 2, #39 
AS: 
I loved the Gift of the Magi! R, Assertion/ The reader loses interest maybe R, Assertion/ 

Message #43, Supported, Addresses Class, References Teacher 2, #39 
Kell: 
The ending should not be so strange that people can't imagine that occurrence happening, 
R, Assertion/ but it should be enough to give their reader a shock, R, Clarification-
Elaboration/ 

Message #44, Unsupported, Addresses Class, References AS, #38 
CM: 
I think it takes all kinds of stories to make the world go round, R, Assertion/ 
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Message #45, Supported, Addresses Class, References Teacher 2, #39 
Kevin: 
I wanted more from the ending/climax, R, Assertion/ But then if the author showed how 
they fell in love and everything was peachy, would this be to common of a romance 
story? I, R, Question/ 

Message #46, Supported, Addresses Andrea, #35 
Brandon: 
Andrea, I agree that 'mushy' was the wrong word usage, I, R, Acknowledgment/ but I'm 
just saying that I think there should have been more spice in this short story, I, R, 
Assertion/ and the plot really opens itself for quite nicely. I, R, Assertion/ Understand? 
I, R, Question/ 

Message #47, Supported, Addresses Class, References Teacher 2, #39 
AS: 
I do not like the climax at the end usually R, Assertion/ but this story had closure so it 
was okay R, Qualification/ 

Message #48, Supported, Addresses Class, References Teacher 2, #39 
Andrea: 
I wouldn't like every story to have this kind of ending, R, Assertion/ Once in a while it is 
good because it isn't expected, R, Qualification/ It could tum out to be melodramatic or 
just not make sense, R, Assertion/ When it is done in a well-planned way it is good. R, 
Assertion/1 think one should be cautious when using this kind of ending just to escape 
from a never ending story, too, R, Assertion/ This story did a good job with the surprise. 
R, Evaluation/ 

Message #49, Supported, Addresses Class, References Teacher 2, #39 
Brooke: 
Every story shouldn't end with a surprise,, ,R, Assertion/ you'd read it looking for the 
surprise at the end. R, Clarification-Elaboration/ A surprise ending should be just that. 
R, Assertion/ And it shouldn't be overdone, R, Assertion/ 

Message #50, Supported, Unclear Address and Reference 
Dianna: 
No. I think you have missed something, guys. R, Assertion/ They can now appreciate 
each other. R, Assertion/ The deliberate behaviors will stop. R, Assertion/ They will 
discover new things about each other. R, Assertion/ Besides they can look back and roar 
with laughter. R, Assertion/ —Kind of the opposite of the "War of roses"— 

Message #51, N/A, Addresses Brandon, #46 
Andrea: 
Brandon, I understand, R, Acknowledgment/ More spice would be nice—twice—with 
rice, R, Clarification-Elaboration/ 
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Message #52, Addresses Class 
Teacher 2: 
I really liked the details in the beginning: geese, etc. I, R, Assertion/ That part was very 
specific, I, R, Clarification-Elaboration/ and I felt like I was involved in a scene. I, R, 
Clarification-Elaboration/ But the middle felt less 'grounded.' I, R, Assertion/ It was 
more of a summary of the intervening 25 years, without much detail, setting, dialogue, all 
those things that bring the reader into the scene. I, R, Clarification-Elaboration/ What 
would you like to see more cleariy in the story? I, R, Topic Initiation/ 

Teacher Message Analysis 

Message #52, Addresses Class 
Teacher 2: 
I really liked the details in the beginning: geese, etc. Formal Statement/ That part was 
very specific, Formal Statement/ and I felt like I was involved in a scene. Formal 
Statement/ But the middle felt less 'grounded,' Formal Statement/ It was more of a 
summary of the intervening 25 years, without much detail, setting, dialogue, all those 
things that bring the reader into the scene. Formal Statement/ What would you like to 
see more clearly in the story? Formal Question/ 

Message #53, Addresses Class 
Teacher 2: 
—Assuming that you agree with me,,.— 

Message #54, Supported, Addresses Class, References Teacher 2, #52 
Kell: 
I think that maybe if we saw much more clearly that it wouldn't be called a short story 
anymore, R, Assertion/1 think maybe a few more detials could have been given, R, 
Acknowledgment/ but much more would have been too much, R, Clarification-
Elaboration/ 

Message #55, Supported, Addresses Class, References Teacher 2, #52 
Andrea: 
I didn't really understand how the beginning fit in with the rest. R, Assertion/ Maybe I 
should read it again, R, Assertion/1 do remember that her feelings were conveyed nicely. 
R, Assertion/ —Very vivid picture of the birds.— 

Message #56, Supported, Addresses Class, References Teacher 2, #52 
Kevin: 
I just can't seem to get over the 25yr, thing, I, R, Assertion/ I think that if you were to 
make it shorter and expand on those few years it would make for a more powerful story 
with more people being able to relate/understand. I, R, Clarification-Elaboration/ 
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Message #57, Supported, Addresses Class, References Teacher 2, #52 
Andrea: 
Maybe if she added a few more descriptive words here and there throughout the story, it 
would be more betterer. R, Assertion/ 

Message #58, N/A, Addresses Class 
Kell: 
I'm sorry about my type O's R, Assertion/1 really am not illiterate R, Assertion/ 

Message #59, Supported, Addresses Class, References Teacher 2, #52 
AS: 
I felt like she wore herself out describing the opening scene I, R, Assertion/ and then just 
quickly wrote the rest, I, R, Assertion/1 think if the year span was shorter there could be 
more detail which I think would make a better story I, R, Assertion/ 

Message #60, Supported, Addresses Kevin, #56 
Brandon: 
Kevin, I would go as far to say that they don't even get married, just engaged, and 
strongly developing the plot during that time period. R, Assertion/ 

Message #61, Addresses Class, & Cindy (the writer not allowed to participate until 
now) 

Teacher 2: 
We should move on soon, I, R, Assertion/ What else? I, R, Topic Initiation/ What are 
the priorities you suggest? I, R, Topic Initiation/ And do you want to say anything, 
Cindy? I, R, Question/ 

Teacher Message Analysis 

Message #61, Addresses Class, & Cindy (the writer not allowed to participate until 
now) 

Teacher 2: 
We should move on soon. Formal Statement/ What else? Formal Question/ What are 
the priorities you suggest? Formal Question/ And do you want to say anything, Cindy? 
Conversational Question/ 

Message #62, Supported, Addresses Class, References Teacher 2, #61 
Dianna: 
—Maybe a scene with dialog to illustrate each point of the intervening 
years...wedding...early marriage...baby issue...later marriage.— 

Message #63, Supported, Addresses Class, Kevin, #56, & Teacher 2, #61 
CM: 
I agree with Kev, I, R, Assertion/ do you mind if I call you Kev? I, R, Question/ I think 
the story would be better if they were just married for a couple of years. I, R, Assertion/ 
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I don't think I could subject myself to 25 years of Hell, no matter how much I hated this 
guy, I, R, Clarification-Elaboration/ 

Message #64, Supported, Addresses Class, References Teacher 2, #61 
Kell: 
Cindy I think that the only thing you could do to better the story is to maybe add a few 
more details to give the reader a little more insight. R, Assertion/ 

Message #65, Supported, Addresses Class, References Teacher 2, #61 
Andrea: 
Just add some extra descriptive words to blend it into the beginning. R, Assertion/1 think 
that if the entire story was as descriptive as the beginning then it would be tedious to 
read, I, R, Assertion/ —Very good, though. Two thumbs up.— 

Message #66, N/A, Addresses Class, References AS, #59, Kevin, #4, Teacher 2, #10, 
Teacher 2, #19, Kevin, #22, Wendy, #32, Kevin, #56, CM, #63 

Cindy: 
Yea, thanks for all of your comments, R, Acknowledgment/ It was really helpful, R, 
Assertion/ and yes, I did hurry the rest of the story, R, Assertion/1 guess maybe 25 years 
is a long time..,.:) R, Acknowledgment/ 

Message #67, N/A, Unclear Reference & Address 
Brandon: 
I'd just like to see Ron cry buckets R, Assertion/ 

Message #68, Addresses Class, & Andrea, #65 
Teacher 2: 
—Tedious?— Well-written description is thrilling to read! R, Assertion/ Read more and 
take joy in the language that writer's craft, just to please us. R, Assertion/ There's more 
to good fiction than a believable plot, R, Clarification-Elaboration/ —Who next? Callie 
or Kelly?— 

Teacher Message Analysis 

Message #68, Addresses Class, & Andrea, #65 
Teacher 2: 
—Tedious?— Well-written description is thrilling to read! Conversational Statement/ 
Read more and take joy in the language that writer's craft, just to please us. 
Conversational Statement/ There's more to good fiction than a believable plot. 
Conversational Statement —Who next? Callie or Kelly?— 
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Discussion of Transcript from the First-Semester 
Creative Writing Course Taught by 

Teacher 2 Using Interchange 

This transcript exhibits extremely interactive pattems, which fall into the star and 

altemating initiate-respond pattems. Analysis of this discussion will begin with the 

general description below. 

General Description of the Interchange. 
Creative Writing. Teacher 2 

The students in this discussion were extremely active, as shown in Table 4.13 below. 

There were only eleven students, but they contributed 60 out of the 68 total messages; 

that is 88% of the total messages here, and this is only half of the Interchange. 

Table 4,13 General Description of the Interchange, 
Creative Writing, Teacher 2 

General Description # 

Number of students 11 
Number of messages 68 
Number of student messages 60 
Average number of messages per student 
Average number of words per student 
message 27 
Number of teacher messages 
Average number of words per teacher 
message 
Percent of messages written by students 
Percent of messages written by the teacher 

8 

41 
88 
12 
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Intermessage Reference Analysis, Creative 
Writing. Teacher 2 

This part of the analysis, as shown in Tables 4,14 and 4,15 below, reveals a great deal 

of interaction, which is evidence of a high level of dialogicality, which is, in tum, 

evidence of group knowledge making. In addition, the interactivity points to more 

student-centered discussion pattems. 

Table 4,14 Intermessage Reference Analysis, 
Overall Totals, Creative Writing, Teacher 2 

Overall Totals 
Number of direct addresses 
Number of individual-to-class addresses 
Number of references 

# 

24 
44 
51 

Table 4,15 Intermessage Reference Analysis, Specific 
Breakdown, Creative Writing, Teacher 2 

Interaction Type 
Student-to-student direct addresses 
Student to teacher direct addresses 
Teacher to student direct addresses 
Student to class 
Teacher to class 
Student-to-student references 
Student to teacher references 
Teacher to student references 

# 

14 
6 
4 
37 
7 
26 
24 
1 

% 

12 
5 
3 

31 
6 
22 
20 
1 

In this exchange, there are fourteen student-to-student direct addresses, six student to 

teacher direct addresses, and 26 student-to-student references. These numbers indicate a 

great deal of dialogicality, especially when compared to the previous two transcripts. 

The former transcript had more students than this one, with fourteen as opposed to eleven 
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students, but that exchange did not contain any student-to-student direct addresses, only 

one student to teacher direct address, and only three student-to-student references. As 

described in the analysis of the previous transcript, the first transcript revealed similar 

numbers. 

Initiate-Respond Pattem Analysis, Creative 
Writing, Teacher 2 

This discussion contained an overwhelming 96 clauses that were productive for other 

students, as shown in Table 4.16 below. In other words, there were 96 

initiation/responses, which means that 96 clauses functioned as both responses to eariier 

clauses and initiations for new clauses. Furthermore, 74 of them were student written. 

These numbers indicate extremely high dialogicality; students seemed to interact with 

one another a great deal in this exchange, and the clauses they wrote seemed to inspire or 

provoke responses from many other students—all evidence of student knowledge-

making. In the previous transcript, which contained three more students than the present, 

there were only nine student initiation/responses—nine compared to 96. And in the first 

transcript, there were also only nine student initiation/responses, which is still low 

compared with this transcript despite the fact that there were only five students. 
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Table 4.16 Initiate-Respond Pattem Analysis, 
Creative Writing, Teacher 2 

Initiate-Respond Pattem Analysis 
Number of initiations 
Number of responses 
Number of initiation/responses 
Number of student initiations 
Number of teacher initiations 
Number of student responses 
Number of teacher responses 
Number of student initiation/responses 
Number of teacher initiation/responses 

# 

7 
75 
96 
0 
7 
72 
3 

74 
22 

Interestingly, the students kick off the Interchange instead of the teacher. That is the 

first difference between this transcript and the other two. It is not until message ten that 

Teacher 2 asks a question, and even then, it is a question that comes from Kevin's 

assertion in message 4, who explained that 25 years seemed a bit too long for a person to 

stay married just to enact revenge. The teacher thought that suggestion an important one 

to emphasize, so he commented on it and then asked a couple of questions designed to 

promote further student exploration of the topic, as his words prefacing the two questions 

indicate, "Devils Advocate: Wouldn't she fall in love with someone else in all that time? 

Why didn't she just kill him?" Messages 11-18, for the most part, do focus on the 

teacher's questions, some with humor, thus revealing the star pattern, although a few 

students pursue their own topics, Brooke, in message 16, references CM from message 2, 

agreeing with her about disappointment in the main character for staying in the marriage 

for 25 years, but this reference was essentially on the topic emphasized by the teacher. 

Brandon, in message 18, suggests bringing out a conflict in the story, which is a new 
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topic. Then, in message 19, the teacher introduces a new prompt, asking about the 

possibility of a different stmcture for the story. In the next message, Andrea references 

Brandon from message 18 to disagree that the conflict between the two main characters 

should be brought out more. This is the beginning of an altemating initiate-respond 

pattem in which students interact with one another without an intervening third 

evaluative message contributed by a teacher. In message 21, Dianna picks up the CM 

(#2) and Brooke (#16) discussion strand to explain that she didn't feel involved enough in 

the character to feel disappointment in her. This is another altemating initiate-respond 

pattem. Thus, students in this exchange interact with one another; the students do not 

direct their contributions solely to the teacher or ambiguously to the class as a whole. 

There is evidence, instead, of students reading one another's comments and engaging 

with one another's ideas by agreeing, disagreeing, and posing additions to ideas, all 

indicators of productive dialogicality. 

Message 22 shows Kevin picking up the discussion strand that he started in message 

4, where he suggested that 25 years is a long time to remain in a loveless marriage. In 

messages 8 and 9, Andrea and Dianna had disagreed with him. Then here, in message 

22, Kevin expresses incredulity that anyone could think that 25 years was a realistic time 

period. Students in general responded to the teacher's latest prompt in a star pattern until 

he inserted another one in message 26, asking: "What about them 'deserving each 

other'? Is that how relationships really work? Does this suggest fate as a theme in the 

story?" This prompt, as is the first one, is picked up from one of the student's 

comments. In this case, it is a question that references Dianna in message 21. Dianna, in 

message 27, picks up Kevin's discussion strand and explains why she does not think that 
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25 years is a long time. Thus, this student-student interaction, falling into an altemating 

initiate-respond pattem, has continued for six messages. And the teacher's prompts are 

also highly interactive—some are taken from the students' contributions as they are 

entered. In that way, the teacher shows that he values their suggestions, a theme that will 

be discussed further in Chapter 5, 

Brandon, in message 29, picks up the discussion strand he has going with Andrea, 

from message 20 via Brandon's message 18, This is another student-to-student 

interactive exchange and an altemating initiate-respond pattem. CM, in message 30, 

picks up one of the dominant discussion strands from messages 4, 5, 9, 10, 16, 19, 22, 

and 25 conceming the 25 year long marriage. Wendy, in message 32, jumps in the 

discussion strand with Kevin, Dianna and Andrea, agreeing with Kevin about the 

outlandish 25 year time period. Then Andrea picks up her thread with Brandon in 

message 35 to disagree with his "mushy" evaluation. This has now been a four message, 

altemating initiate-respond pattemed thread. The teacher enters a prompt in message 39 

that does not reference a previous student message. He wants the class to discuss the 

kind of ending used in the story, a surprise ending. Messages 40-45 respond to him, in 

essentially a star pattem, although this analysis overlooks some of the smaller 

interactions in order to save space. Brandon picks up his thread with Andrea in message 

46 for the fifth message in that thread. He agrees with Andrea that "mushy" was the 

wrong word to use, and he explains what he really meant, which was that the story 

needed to be spiced up a bit. The next messages go back to responding to the latest 

teacher prompt, Andrea responds to Brandon in message 51 for the sixth message in their 

interactive strand, expressing her understanding of his explanation. 
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The teacher then asks another question in message 52, He begins this question with a 

summary of some of the elements that he thought well done in the story, and this 

summary essentially laid out his position regarding much of the student commentary to 

that point: 

I really liked the details in the beginning: geese, etc. That part was very specific, 
and I felt like I was involved in a scene. But the middle felt less 'grounded.' It 
was more of a summary of the intervening 25 years, without much detail, setting, 
dialogue, all those things that bring the reader into the scene. What would you 
like to see more clearly in the story? 

This message, as a result, could be considered a third evaluating move, but the message 

was presented entirely as his own point of view, which is not consistent with evaluations. 

Evaluations, whether positive or negative, are usually presented as the point of view 

instead of a point of view. Then there is the complicating next message, which says, 

"Assuming you agree with me," This message could be taken to mean that the teacher 

assumes, from the preceding discussion, that most of the students agree with him, so it is 

time to move on to the discussion of new elements of the story, or it could be taken to 

mean that the teacher does not want to close the discussion of those elements he 

summarizes if anyone would like to debate them further. Given the tone and interaction 

pattems of the rest of the Interchange, it appears more likely that the latter is tme. Thus, 

this teacher move would not be considered an evaluative, group third move. This 

message, in addition, did a good job of wrapping up the discussion so far and moving it 

ahead with a new question. The next messages respond to that teacher prompt. Brandon, 

in message 60, directiy addresses Kevin from message 56 to expand on his suggestion. 

And finally, the teacher asks for final comments regarding the story, and tells the writer. 
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Cindy, that she can enter the conversation. The rest of the messages give that final 

advice. 

One of the most interesting things about this exchange is that the inclusion of the 

writer at the end provides unique evidence as to what kind of knowledge was created by 

the students for her, in her own words. Cindy, in message 66, addresses the class 

directiy: "Yea, thanks for all of your comments. It was really helpful,..," and then she 

references AS, message 59, Kevin, messages 4, 22, and 56, John, messages 10 and 19, 

Wendy, message 32, and CM, message 63, in writing, "and yes, I did hurry the rest of the 

story, I guess maybe 25 years is a long time," This message from the writer provides 

textual evidence of the group-created knowledge that resonated with her, as the writer. 

Cindy will probably revise the section that has her two main characters stay married for 

25 years, which will have a significant impact on the overall stmcture of her story. 

Thus, this Interchange, in terms of the coding analyses, was highly dialogic and 

student-centered, much more so than the previous transcripts that fell into various 

remediations of the IRE discussion pattem. It may be, though, that the more debatable 

subject matter in this exchange had as much to do with its seemingly greater productivity 

than the sole fact that it did not fall into the IRE pattem. In fact, it may be that subject 

matter has much to do with discussion patteming in the first place. This further, more 

contextualized analysis will continue in Chapter 5, The star pattem represented in this 

discussion was somewhat dialogic, but since star pattems end after a series of second 

moves, they are not neariy as dialogic as the altemating initiate-respond pattems in which 

students interact in a discussion thread through a series of moves that build creatively off 

of one another without intervening third evaluative moves entered by a teacher. 
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Intermessage Analysis. Creative Writin^^ 
Teacher 2 

This part of the analysis, summarized in Tables 4,17 and 4.18 below, revealed an 

enormous amount of smdent assertions, 92. This was an opinionated bunch. But as will 

be discussed in Chapter 5, they were opinionated in a largely supportive way. 

Table 4,17 Intermessage Analysis, Overall 
Numbers and Percentages, Creative 
Writing, Teacher 2 

Categories 
Questions 
Flames 
Evaluations 
Topic Initiations 
Assertions 
Acknowledgments 
Off-Task Clauses 
Qualifications 
Definitions 
Clarification-Elaborations 

# 

13 
0 

13 
100 

0 

0 
29 

% 

0 

56 

0 

0 
16 

Table 4.18 Intermessage Analysis, Specific Breakdown, Creative Writing, 
Teacher 2 

Categories 
Questions 
Flames 
Evaluations 
Topic Initiations 
Assertions 
Acknowledgments 
Off-Task Clauses 
Qualifications 
Definitions 
Clarification-Elaborations 

# T 
4 
0 
0 
13 
8 
0 
0 
0 
0 
7 

% T 
13 
0 
0 

41 
25 
0 
0 
0 
0 
22 

# S 
9 
0 
9 
0 

92 
9 
0 
4 
0 
22 

% S 
6 
0 
6 
0 
63 
6 
0 
3 
0 
15 
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Conclusion 

The purpose of this chapter was to show that the commonly identified face-to-face 

IRE pattem can be used online, although in remediated forms. The first transcript 

exhibited an IRE pattem that seemed restrictive of student interaction and participation. 

The second transcript also fell into the IRE pattem, but it was a bit more successful in 

fostering student participation, even though there was no more student-to-student 

interaction than in the first transcript. The last transcript presented functioned as an 

example of a discussion that did not fall into the IRE pattem, but instead into the more 

interactive star and altemating initiate-respond pattems. The two remediated IRE 

discussions were much less dialogic than the other, as the coding analyses indicated. 

Alone, however, the coding analyses cannot provide a contextualized picture of the 

interactions, and in fact, the present analyses suggest that some elements of that larger 

context may largely determine the way that teacher and students constmct the pattems of 

the discussion. This further analysis will be set forth in the next chapter, and, coupled 

with the analysis in the present chapter, will provide suggestions for teachers who want to 

facilitate online discussion as effectively as possible. 
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CHAPTER V 

A SITUATED ANALYSIS OF THE COURSES 

The overarching question the present dissertation seeks to answer is, how can teachers 

facilitate online discussion as effectively as possible? In order to answer that question, 

the dissertation analyzed the online discussions in five writing classrooms in terms of six 

sub-questions. The previous chapter discussed the findings regarding the second—how 

does online discourse pattem, and partial findings regarding the first—which online 

discussions were the most dialogic. The findings regarding those questions are that it is 

possible to hold a discussion falling into the teacher-centered IRE pattem online, 

although the IRE pattem online is remediated, and those discussions that do fall into 

remediated IRE pattems are less dialogic than those that do not fall into a remediated IRE 

pattem. This analysis would seem to indicate, in terms of the findings' implications for 

the overarching dissertation question, that teachers should avoid remediating the teacher-

centered pattem of discussion online if they want to have more interactive, knowledge-

building, and thus more dialogic discussions. Discussion of these findings in the 

previous chapter, however, suggested that the picture was not complete—that the results 

regarding the rest of the analysis, reserved for this chapter, would complicate those 

findings to provide a more situated view. In short, the previous analysis suggested that 

remediated IRE pattems might be used in different ways, that teacher style, assignment 

clarity, and question types might influence the overall success or failure of those pattems 

online and the overall success of the discussions in general. This chapter, then, will 

complete the analysis begun in the previous, by bringing under consideration those other 
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factors of the discussions in the present study, and in the process, answer the remaining 

four subquestions: Does the style of teacher messages affect the amount of smdent 

interaction? Does the style of teacher messages affect the amount of smdent message 

support? Does the style of the initiating message affect the amount of student 

interaction? Does the style of the initiating message affect the amount of student 

message support? Distance educator Morton Flate Paulsen (1995) devised a useful 

organization scheme for discussing factors such as those mentioned above, assignment 

clarity, teacher style, and question types. These factors fall into the purview of the 

teacher's moderating role, which Paulsen divides into her organizing, social, and 

intellectual roles. The organizational role involves designing the discussion assignments, 

explaining to students what is expected of them regarding those assignments, explaining 

the overall purpose of those assignments, and encouraging the particular kind of 

participation required, for example, which usually means interactive participation. The 

social role essentially involves creating a leaming environment in which students feel 

comfortable and valued. The intellectual role includes drawing student attention to 

important points, and asking questions that require students to elaborate, explore, 

analyze, and in general, participate in a productive way online. 

This chapter will adopt Paulsen's mbric. The next section provides a brief review of 

the literature regarding teachers' organizational, social, and intellectual responsibilities as 

moderators of online discussions. The second section of the chapter, then, will continue 

the analysis begun in the previous, focusing on those same roles. 
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The Organizational, Social and Intellecmal Roles 

The essential purpose of the organizational role in online discussions is to manage the 

interactions in such way that everyone knows exactly what to do, how to do it, why they 

are doing it, and then, the moderator must make sure that they continue doing it. 

Distance educators in all fields, as well as many compositionists, agree that the 

organizational role is a large part of facilitating effective online discussions. One 

argument of the present study is that it was, in fact, the effective or ineffective 

management of this role that largely affected how the students and teacher in each 

transcript constmcted their discourse. The first grouping of responsibilities within the 

organizational aspect of the moderator role involves the what, the how, and the why of 

the online discussions—in short, moderators must clearly outline their discussion 

assignments and expectations. Failing to clarify assignments and expectations at any 

level, whether they involve the overall goals for online discussion in the classroom, the 

goals for a particular online discussion, or the goals of a particular question prompt can 

be a major contributing factor to the failure of online discussion in the classroom. Paulsen 

(1995, p. 86) writes, "Be clear. Begin with an opening comment that succinctly states the 

conference topic and the moderator's initial expectations and continue to clarify the topic 

and the expectations as the conference proceeds," Distance educators K,J, Warren and R. 

Rada (1998, p, 79) argue, after their study involving the online discussions in two 

distance courses, that well-articulated guidelines and criteria for evaluating discussion 

contributions is important for the "sustainability of virtual communities." In one of the 

courses in the study, the teacher stopped enforcing deadlines for online contributions, and 

all communication in that course broke down in the sixth week of the course. Berge 
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(1995) points out that successful online discussion activities require a great deal of pre-

organization and design, E, B, Kerr, (1986), Paulsen, (1995) and Feenberg (1986) all 

emphasize the message that teachers must clearly lay out the goals of online discussion, 

as well as the procedures for its evaluation. Velayo (1994, p. 22) writes that "the 

conference should be stmctured or organized prior to the beginning of the course." He 

explains that "students will want and need to have an idea of what the conference 'looks' 

like, how it works, and what its intended purpose is, in order to provide a schema to 

better understand how the conference relates to leaming in the course." Finally, Velayo 

writes that "it is imperative that the purpose and utility of the conference be made explicit 

to students," He explains that teachers should "make them aware of the potential 

benefits of using this technology in their leaming and as an important way to 

communicate with one another in class." Jyoti S. Pande and A. Louise Hart, distance 

educators in the field of nursing, write that "the need for daily communication with 

students cannot be emphasized enough. In the first few weeks, encouraging students to 

participate, giving them timely feedback, and setting clear expectations are vital in 

assuring continued interest and a positive student experience" (1998, p. 5). Distance 

educator Cheryl L, Bielema (1997, p. 9) reported a situation in which the communication 

in two distance courses broke down because, in the opinion of this researcher, the 

expectations for the interactions were not very clear. In the first class, the online 

interaction was optional, and in the second, the students were simply asked to contribute 

their group assignments online. Elizabeth Burge and J.M. Roberts (1993) recommend that 

distance educators have clear objectives for their online discussions because students 

need to know that what they are doing is important and why. 
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The Yagelski and Grabill (1998) course summarized in Chapter n is an example of a 

course with vague teacher expectations that resulted in ineffective online discussions. In 

the English course, most of the discussion occurred during the second and fifth week 

when the instmctor gave the students readings to discuss online. After that, e-mail was 

primarily used by the instmctor to send out information about course assignments. The 

researchers characterized the online discourse as quite teacher-centered. The teacher sent 

more messages than the students, and all communication went through him. The students 

did not interact with one another. In fact, the communication online was significantly 

more teacher-centered than the in-class, face-to-face discourse. The online discourse in 

this class was not required, but it was encouraged and expected. He did not even mention 

it in his syllabus, but he did mention a reading and discussion joumal that was worth 10% 

of the overall grade, and then in the third week of the course, he announced that the 

joumal would be replaced by the online discussion. So at that point, the online 

discussion was really presented as a place to post joumal entries and not as an interactive 

discussion space. Two weeks after that, the instmctor explained that he wanted to get an 

actual discussion going online. The researchers write (p, 29): 

Nevertheless, students initially seem to have understood the online discourse as a 
version of the reading joumal. In addition, Jordan never established a clear policy 
regarding participation or grading. Not surprisingly, online participation began to 
decrease after the first few weeks and, despite his waming during the sixth week 
of the semester about lowering grades for lack of participation, virtually 
disappeared by the second half of the course. 

The copywriting course e-mail was chatty and lively, but only 10% of the discourse 

was course-related. The researchers were also disappointed with that 10% of the 

discourse, characterizing it as superficial. The presentation of the purpose for and goals 
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of the e-mail discussion in the course were unclear and downplayed its importance. In 

her syllabus, the teacher wrote that the online discourse would be a "fun and interesting 

way to extend our coursework," Then she gave a list of example things students could do 

online, like asking questions about course concepts and relating course concepts to 

personal experience. She required the students to post once a week, and this participation 

was worth 10% of the overall grade in the course. But she did not require a certain kind 

of participation. They received credit for messages with any content and of any length. 

Yagelski and Grabill (p, 31) write, "In this case, Debbie's assignment stmcture may even 

have contributed to the kind of superficiality and 'irrelevant' discussion that disappointed 

her," The students didn't understand how the discussion related to the course. They felt 

like e-mail was just an experiment, and they didn't know what to talk about. Yagelski 

and Grabill (p. 31) explain, ",,,smdents did not seem to perceive the online discussions 

as central to the work of the course and thus did not commit themselves to those 

discussions." The researchers concluded by writing: 

In this sense, the nature of the instmctors' online presence and her or his way of 
framing the CMC component of the course seem to have been key factors in 
influencing how students understood their online participation. Such a finding 
complicates the claim that CMC can lead to more egalitarian participation in class 
discussions: students may opt out of the online discussions when they are unsure 
about their roles in such discussions, (p. 34) 

And the roles, in this case, should have been outiined in the assignment. 

The course that Gmber (1995) analyzed, which was also presented in Chapter II, was 

another good example of a course whose teachers failed to provide clear expectations and 

good organizational leadership in general for the online discussions. In addition to in-

class Daedalus Interchanges, instmctors asked students to post weekly reaction papers via 
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e-mail. But there were no instmctions about discussing those papers then online, so the 

students ended up feeling as if the discussion was unimportant. The instmctors, on the 

other hand, saw themselves as discussion facilitators, although the only reported instance 

of their participation online was a disastrous one that ended up shutting down the 

discussions altogether, and they wanted the online discussions to be student-centered and 

interactive. The online discussions both in-class and out stagnated until a flame war 

empted that continued for some time both in-class and on e-mail. To some students' 

relief and others' surprise and anger, one of the instmctors intervened. Some students felt 

like the teacher had invaded their "space." All online discussion after that point ceased. 

Gmber writes that the failure of the online discussion was partially due to the fact that the 

instmctors relied ",,,on the technology to facilitate leaming and change existing 

classroom practices" with no clear pedagogical plan for its integration into the class. In 

essence, the instmctors did not take on the essential organizational role of moderators. 

Warshauer (1995), in an article summarized in Chapter II, also argues for the clear 

articulation of the goals and requirements for online discussion. She especially 

emphasizes the importance of doing so off-line. While her particular agenda was to argue 

for a plan teachers can use to ensure online discussion is as free from prejudice as 

possible, its emphasis on the organizational work that teachers do to ensure the 

pedagogical usefulness of online time is quite relevant here. Warshauer explained that 

she prepares students by giving a lecture on the issues to be discussed, and then she helps 

them to write effective discussion prompts. Online, she directs students' attention to 

important issues and steers them away from unproductive and/or prejudicial ones. 

Finally, Warshauer adds comments to the Interchange after class to provide even more 
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context for the discussion, as well as to answer any discriminating discourse that she did 

not see during the discussion itself. Thus, Warshauer provides a clear framework for 

each discussion—an essential organizational duty. 

Finally, O'Brien (1994), also summarized in Chapter II, describes a success story 

conceming online discourse that contained detailed descriptions of the thorough 

organizational pre-planning and stmcturing conducted before her classes' online 

activities. She used e-mail outside of class to increase student interaction. She provided 

some topics at the beginning of the semester to get the discussion going, but students 

didn't have to use them. Students were required to contribute once a week; they had to 

contribute Vi page; they were required to show that they were engaged intellectually. 

They had to read at least five other entries before responding, and they had to refer to at 

least one other entry in their own. Students were also required to meet a deadline. 

O'Brien did not contribute at all, but she did take notes on the e-mail to incorporate it in 

the face-to-face class. This showed the students that what they were doing was important 

to the teacher and the class. She divided the contributions into agreements, 

disagreements, fresh ideas, and ideas to develop in class discussion. In addition, the 

joumal entries were worth 15% of the final grade. The discussions were very successful, 

and although she does not credit her extensive organizational work as a reason for their 

success, it probably is. It is significant, here, that even though the teacher did not 

participate online, the discussions were successful, O'Brien set up the discussions' 

success through taking on, with extensive detail, the organizational role of a moderator. 

The last part of the organizational role involves making sure that students do what 

they are supposed to, Paulsen (1995, pp. 85-86) writes that teachers should incite 
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participation when it drops off by, for example, directing students' attention to important 

issues presented in the discussion and prompting often. Andrew Feenberg (1989, p. 35), 

of the Westem Behavioral Sciences Institute, also suggests prompting often to encourage 

participation. Paulsen further suggests that teachers encourage smdent interaction by 

simply telling them to write and respond to one another. And finally, he recommends 

required participation. He explains that teachers should require participation on a regular 

basis, twice a week at the very least. Distance educators Rae Wahl Rohfeld and Roger 

Hiemstra (1995, p, 97) give a similar recommendation. They have found it useful to 

require students to log on at least twice a week and contribute at least three times to the 

discussion. They outline these requirements in their syllabus. Rohfeld and Hiemstra 

believe that such requirements help students keep up in the class and stay engaged in the 

online discussions. Educational researcher Richard S. Velayo (1994) also recommends 

making participation online a graded requirement to encourage participation. Otherwise, 

he explains, students may not participate at all, A study conducted by distance educator 

Cheryl L, Bielema (1997) points to the wisdom of such requirements and other 

techniques for keeping students on-track. Bielema studied transcripts and interviewed 

instmctors and students in two graduate audiographics courses to see what personal, 

institutional, and technical barriers were encountered in incorporating online discussion 

assignments for class. The instmctor in the first class required participation online, but it 

was not clear what the discussion assignments were. The instmctor in the second class 

did not require participation; thus, there was not much to speak of Bielema argued, 

however, that the discussions would have been better in the first class had she moderated 

online to encourage participation over the course of the entire semester. Bielema believes 
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that the marked drop-off in student participation as the semester progressed was probably 

due to the absence of the instmctor, even though student participation was required. She 

writes (p. 11), "To accomplish greater interaction via electronic media, the professor 

must model and encourage electronic participation, much the same way s/he encourages 

discussion in a face-to-face class." Bielema (1997, p. 11) also writes that the students 

explained that when they did not contribute to a particular discussion strand it was just 

because they were not interested in it. She argues that the teacher, acting as moderator, 

could have provided more topics for discussion, thus increasing the chances that the 

students would find something interesting and participate more, Bielema writes (pp. 11-

12), "Professors will be more effective moderators if they stmcture their courses to 

require interaction, reinforce active discussions, and stimulate intellectual growth." Thus, 

keeping students on-track is an essential part of the organizational role of the moderator. 

The social role of the moderator essentially involves making sure that the students feel 

that their contributions to the online discussion are valued. If students feel negatively 

about their contributions or the contributions of others, the online environment will not be 

conducive to leaming, nor will students be likely to participate. It is generally agreed that 

teachers, then, should participate in ways that assure students of the value of their 

contributions, and that teachers should protect students from flames, which are messages 

designed to hurt or embarrass or insult, although such protection is not universally agreed 

upon. Paulsen lists the following possible social roles (1995, p. 87): 

• Reinforce good discussant behaviors. Say, for example, 'Thank you' to 
students who respond effectively online, 

• Request change in poor discussant behaviors. Point out tactfully, for example, 
that the class should be more directly responsive to each others comments.... 
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• Be responsive. Respond swiftly to every contribution either by posting a 
personal message to the contributor or by referring to the author's comment in 
the conference, 

• Request metacomments. Invite participants to tell how they feel about the 
course within the conference. 

These recommendations seem generally good, although it would not really be practical or 

conducive to student interaction to respond to every single student contribution. It should 

be noted here that Paulsen expected teachers to pick and choose the recommendations 

that seem to fit the context of their courses best. Rohfeld and Hiemstra (1995, p. 99), 

instead of suggesting that teachers respond to every single contribution, recommend that 

teachers encourage those students who are obviously hesitant to participate due to their 

low response rate by commenting on their responses in a positive way. They explain that 

sometimes these students are simply afraid to say something wrong or silly, but if 

teachers validate their contributions, they may be more likely to keep participating. 

Distance educators Rachelle Heller and Greg Kearsley (1995, p. 132) teach their students, 

who participate in asynchronous bulletin board discussions, what they call basic 

netiquette. This netiquette includes messages no longer than one screen, one topic only 

per message, subject line description, inclusion of the original question in the reply, and 

the avoidance of flaming, highly personal messages, and cryptic abbreviations. They 

explain that messages longer than one screen discourage interaction because students get 

so bogged down in reading long messages that it is difficult to get around to responding. 

In addition, they point out that students do not spend a great deal of time reading 

individual messages, so students should not make more than one point per message, or 

they will risk having those other points overlooked. Heller and Kearsley also explain that 

it is fmstrating to receive a message with no subject line because people do not want to 
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have to read every single message to find out what it is about—even smdents pick and 

choose discussion threads they are interested in and delete the rest. Similarly, they write 

that it is fmstrating to read a response and not remember or know what the message is 

responding to, so students should be sure to include that first message somewhere in 

his/her own response. Their other recommendations are pretty clear. 

While most teachers have come to the conclusion that it is their responsibility as 

moderators and teachers to protect students from flames, not all agree. Of course Paulsen 

(1995) and Heller and Kearsely (1995) from above agree. Rohfeld and Hiemstra (1995, p. 

98) also advise teachers to intervene if the discussion turns ugly. They include a 

paragraph in their syllabi that wams students to be respectful of one another. They advise 

teachers to write similar paragraphs in their syllabi so that they can refer to them if things 

get out of hand, Rohfeld and Hiemstra also suggest that teachers write, in that paragraph, 

the consequences for repeated flames. They explain that it will help to have a plan of 

action to fall back on if needed. Many compositionists who teach online have also come 

to the conclusion that they should intervene when students flame. Most of them came to 

that conclusion after a period of indecision regarding their moderating roles. These 

compositionists were ambivalent about the kind of authority they should assert online 

when that environment had been highly regarded as a site for primarily student-centered 

discourse and knowledge-making. They did not want to assert too much authority and 

create teacher-centered spaces as a result. These articles were summarized in Chapter 

Two, but as a brief review, Susan Romano (1993) found that she could not assume that 

her Hispanic students would speak as Hispanic-Americans and defend themselves, so she 

argues that teachers should leam effective mediating techniques to help empower those 
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who may be marginalized and move the other students past simplistic stereotypes, Alison 

Regan (1993), after failing to intervene when a group of students entered some 

prejudicial contributions online, argues that teachers should take an active role in shaping 

online discussions to ensure that everyone will feel free to participate , Susan Claire 

Warshauer (1995) as explained in this chapter, too, believes that teachers should take 

significant measures to prevent discrimination from ever becoming a problem online in 

the first place, Sibylle Gmber (1995) would disagree. She felt, as explained above, that 

her instmctors invaded the student-centered space by censoring what they believed were 

contributions silencing the men in the class. She argued that if the instmctors were not 

prepared for that kind of discourse, they should have created a plan from the very 

beginning to take care of it productively instead of coming online after the fact and 

without a plan, bungling the intervention and shutting down the discussion altogether. 

Similarly, Margaret Daisley (1994) believes that teachers should let students work out 

their own problems online—that to interfere may hinder the development of their literacy 

skills, skills that they will need to negotiate conflict successfully in larger society. The 

answer most likely lies somewhere in between the two points of view. Students should 

leam to work out conflicts through language, and intellectual disagreements often involve 

some degree of conflict, but if students are so uncomfortable that they cannot participate 

anymore, then teachers should intervene. 

The literature on the specifically intellectual moderating role is fairiy scant because 

the other two roles are so interrelated with this one. Essentially, the goals of the 

organizational and social roles are to set up the online environment for productive 

knowledge-making. Once that environment is set up, which takes a great deal of time 
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and effort, there is just a short list of moderating activities left, and they include those that 

help students participate in a way that is conducive to group knowledge-making. To that 

end, Paulsen (1995, pp. 87-88) recommends that teachers summarize the discussion, both 

at various points during the course of the discussion and at the end to give students a 

sense of the knowledge they have constmcted so far. This kind of summary lets students 

know what they have done so they will know better where to go from there. In addition, 

he suggests that teachers write weaving comments. This involves taking a group of 

student contributions and making connections among the ideas presented there. He 

explains that such weaving gives students new perspectives, and it also models the kind 

of knowledge-making they should be doing themselves. Feenberg (1989, p. 35) also 

recommends weaving. He explains that weaving encourages participants by showing 

them that their contributions are valued, and it also provides connections that may prompt 

further exploration of the issues. Educational researcher Lynn Davie (1989, p. 82) 

explains that she uses weaving, as well. In addition to drawing together different 

contributions to spur greater exploration of the issues, Davie includes her own 

commentary and outside resources to inspire even more exploration, 

Paulsen also suggests presenting conflicting opinions for students to explore, as well as 

requesting specific responses from students with particular and varying interests. Both 

techniques elicit new perspectives and thus new issues to discuss. Finally, Rohfeld and 

Hiemstra (1995, p, 98) recommend that teachers stay silent when students are 

contributing messages that build off of one another because that is one of the main goals 

of the discussion—students building knowledge together, Rohfeld and Hiemstra (1995, 

p, 99) also provide a good summative comment: 
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Most of all, the moderator is modeling effective teaching and leaming through 
discussion. In essence, the facilitator's contributions should reveal enthusiasm for 
the medium, the communication process, and the course content....the interaction 
of the facilitator—through questions, expressed reflection, and silence—enables 
everyone to succeed. 

Now that these roles have been explained and the literature reviewed, the analysis begun 

in the previous chapter will continue by focusing on the influence the teachers had on the 

online discussions through the moderating roles they either did or did not take on. In 

addition, Berzsenyi's (1999) continuum of interlocutor relationships will be used in the 

analysis because teachers do not have sole responsibility for class discourse. Both 

teachers and students constmct the discourse together. Berzsenyi's continuum is useful 

in analyzing such relationships. 

Continuation of the Analysis Started in Chapter FV 

In the previous chapter, the coding analyses of the example transcripts showed that it 

is possible to hold the much documented, discussed, and avoided IRE pattemed 

discussion in the online environment, although in these discussions, the patterns were 

remediated. Further, the discussions that fell into remediated IRE pattems were less 

dialogic than the sample transcript that did not. It was suggested, though, that further 

analysis was needed in order to contextualize the coding analyses before any 

recommendations were made regarding the overarching dissertation question, how can 

teachers facilitate online discussion as effectively as possible? In addition, the last four 

subquestions of the dissertation, all regarding teacher style, have yet to be answered. The 

following analysis will pick up where the previous chapter left off by incorporating a 

consideration of the teacher moderating role and Berzsenyi's interiocutor relationship 
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continuum in the discussion of each transcript. As before, analysis will begin with the 

discussion from Teacher 5's class. 

Continued Analysis of the First Transcript, From 
a First-Semester Composition Course, 

Taught by Teacher 5, 
Using WebBoard 

The last four dissertation sub-questions relate to teacher style. A provocative strand of 

research in education hypothesizes that informal teacher talk encourages increased 

student participation and student-to-student interaction both face-to-face and online 

(Mehan, 1979; Cazden, 1986; Ahem & Repman, 1994; Ahem, Peck, & Laycock, 1992). 

The four sub-questions were based on the Ahem, Peck, and Laycock (1992) study. They 

conducted a quasi-experimental study of three classrooms. Each teacher was assigned 

one teacher style. The styles were labeled question only, statement only, and 

conversational. The question only style consisted of pre-planned questions with 

objective textbook answers, such as, what is the capital of Iowa? Further, these questions 

were aimed at the entire class. The statement only style included pre-olanned statements 

aimed at the entire class, and these statements guided students toward the teacher's own 

interpretations of the class content. An example of this style was: "Curriculum must 

respond to the needs of every strata of society. If we don't get involved in the changes 

we are likely to be unhappy with the outcome of others making decisions on our behalf" 

The conversational style questions included informal and spontaneous questions and 

statements made as they were appropriate during the course of each online discussion. 

The comments were not pre-planned and aimed at the entire class—they were always 
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made to individual students. The researchers found that the informal, spontaneous style 

produced more student participation, with greater interaction and more message support 

than the other two styles. 

The present study was revised a bit because it was not experimental, but qualitative. 

Thus, the teachers could not be assigned specific questioning styles. It would be difficult 

to tell when a teacher expected a specific answer, especially if a teacher were to enter a 

formal statement, but also if the teacher entered a formal question. For example, if a 

teacher asked, "What is rhetoric?" s/he might be looking for a discussion of the range 

and scope of the many different definitions, or s/he might be looking for a summary of 

the textbook answer. Since this study was conducted after the fact, it was decided that it 

would be impossible to make those judgments. Thus, the operational definitions were 

reworked as follows: 

Formal Questions-Formal questions are teacher prompts directed to the class as a 

whole. 

Formal Statements-Formal statements are all teacher messages other than 

questions directed to the class as a whole. 

Conversational Questions-Conversational questions are teacher questions 

directed to either one student or a small group of students, but not to the class as a 

whole. 

Conversational Statements-Conversational statements are teacher statements 

directed to either one student or a small group of students, but not to the class as a 

whole. 
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The formal questions and formal statements categories were also used to analyze student 

messages that initiated online discussion since students wrote the initiating prompts in 

two of the classes. The last two sub-questions were used to analyze those student 

initiations. In hindsight, it might have been a mistake to strip the objective answers 

requirement from the first two categories because asking such questions would affect 

interaction. After all, what is there to discuss if there is a right answer from the textbook? 

On the other hand, though, since it is fairly obvious that asking objective questions will 

limit student-to-student interaction and discussion, perhaps the only part of the Ahem, 

Peck, and Laycock study to continue was the investigation about the possible effects of 

the ways the questions are posed, formally or conversationally. Another revision I should 

have made to the Ahem, Peck, and Laycock study was pointed out to me by a committee 

member. It would be possible to have a spontaneous question to the whole class, and this 

category should have been added to the study. 

Ahem, Peck, and Laycock also analyzed each student message for its level of support. 

They wanted to see whether or not teacher message style affected the quality of student 

interaction, which was measured by the presence of support. Supported messages 

contained claims backed with examples from personal experience or outside authorities 

such as textbooks or research articles. Unsupported messages contained opinions but no 

such backing. The present study adopted this part of their methods without revision. 

The four sub-questions from this part of the study, then, were: 

• Does the style of teacher messages affect the amount of student interaction? 

• Does the style of teacher messages affect the amount of student message support? 

• Does the style of the initiating message affect the amount of student interaction? 

185 



• Does the style of the initiating message affect the amount of student message 

support? 

The next section presents the findings regarding these last four sub-questions. 

Analysis of Teacher Messages and Student 
Topic Initiations, Composition Course. 
Teacher 5, WebBoard 

As a reminder, this first transcript was the one centering on definitions of key terms. 

Half of the question types from this teacher, were formal statements, nine out of eighteen, 

as shown on Table 5.1 below. All of these formal statements came from the first 

message, the initiating prompt, and these formal statements explained what the teacher 

wanted the students to do. For example, the teacher wrote: "This semester there are 

some terms that need to be discussed," and "Take these terms in any order, one at a time, 

or any combination and come up with some community consensus." The next most 

numerous question type is the conversational question, with 6 out of the 18 question 

types, or 33%, The teacher used conversational questions to prompt individual students 

to elaborate on their first answers. For example, when Michael wrote, "Conversation: is 

to communicate to each other, to get a point across to the community," Teacher 5 replied 

with a conversational question: "Isn't this definition one-sided? Does 'communication' 

have a specific direction?" 
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Table 5,1 Analysis of Teacher Messages and 
Student Topic Initiations, Specific 
Breakdown, Composition 
Course, Teacher 5, 
WebBoard 

Clause 
Type 

FS 
FQ 
CS 
CQ 

Total # 
9 
1 
2 
6 

%of 
Total 

50 
5 
11 
33 

# Teacher 
9 
1 
2 
6 

% 

Teacher 
50 
5 
11 
33 

# Student 
0 
0 

N/A 
N/A 

% 

Student 
0 
0 

N/A 
N/A 

These findings, in terms of the Ahem, Peck, and Laycock study suggest that the 

conversational question style may not always promote student participation and 

interaction since after the initiating prompt, this teacher used conversational questions to 

address individual students in terms of issues that they raised in the discussion in every 

case except two, and this transcript is the least dialogic of the five studied. 

Analysis of Student Message Support, 
Composition Course. Teacher 5, 
WebBoard 

As Table 5.2 below shows, 75%, or six out of the eight student messages contained 

support as defined by Ahem, Peck, and Laycock (1992). These findings are a bit 

ambiguous. On the one hand, there were more teacher formal statements than 

conversational questions, 50% as opposed to 33%, and most of the student messages did 

not contain support. Thus, it could be said that the Ahem, Peck, and Laycock findings 

were supported here. But the bulk of these fomial statements were explanations of the 

discussion assignment and confined to the first, initiating prompt. Thereafter, the teacher 
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addressed the students individually using conversational questions in every case but two, 

and those two were conversational statements. Thus, it could also be said that even 

though the teacher addressed the smdents individually and conversationally much of the 

time, the messages still did not reflect that style through increased support. 

Table 5,2 Analysis of Student Message Support, 
Composition Course, Teacher 5, WebBoard 

Message Type 
Supported 
Unsupported 
Not Applicable 

# 

2 
6 
0 

% 

25 
75 
0 

Ultimately, the Ahem, Peck, and Laycock (1992) definition of style and support is a 

bit limiting. It is not clear why addressing individual students as their contributions 

appear online would increase student-to-student interaction, although it would increase 

student to teacher interaction. However, addressing individual students might affect 

student participation by showing students that the teacher values their contributions, and 

it might also affect the quality of student support if the teacher, as he did in this 

transcript, asks for elaboration. But there must be more to the picture because even 

though the teacher here used a conversational style much of the time, only five students 

participated, and their contributions were cursory and largely unsupported. It seems that 

many other factors comprise teacher online style and could potentially affect student 

participation and interaction. These factors are summed up in the many possible 

activities and responsibilities taken to fulfill (or not) the organizational, social, and 

intellectual aspects of the moderating role. Thus, further discussion of teacher style and 

its possible effects on the productivity of the transcripts will be expanded to include these 
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three aspects of the moderating role. In addition, teacher style has much to do with the 

way s/he interacts with the students. Online discourse is not solely impacted by the 

teacher. The students are always significant participants and co-constmct, with the 

teacher, the online discussion. Thus, Berzsenyi's (1999) continuum of interiocutor 

relationships will be used in this further analysis of the transcripts, as well. 

It appears that the problems in this WebBoard thread began with the initiating prompt, 

which is somewhat confusing. Thus, the organizational role of the moderator here is not 

carried out as effectively as it might have been, and the other elements of the discussion 

were affected as a result. The discussion prompt is not clear, although it is long, and it 

does contain a great deal of explanation, much more explanation than other prompts in 

this study: 

This semester there are some terms that need to be discussed. Formal Statement/ 
What is: Discourse, reading, English, a word processor, conversation, argument, 
bickering, negotiation, meaning, negotiation, compromise, the Intemet writing, 
rewriting, revising, information, knowledge, information, context, primary, 
communication, rhetoric, egocentric, sociocentric, decentering, culture, a 
computer, a computer network, technology, a machine, language, society Formal 
Question/Take these terms in any order, one at a time, or any combination and 
come up with some community consensus. Formal Statement/ If I think of more 
terms, I'll add them. Formal Statement/ This is not a test or anything like that. 
Formal Statement/ These are some terms that came up in some essays or the 
reading Formal Statement/ and I think we need to make sure we all agree on the 
definitions, how they are related, and what they have to do with this class. 
Formal Statement/ So, when you give your definition, please add how the 
definition might be applied in the context of our class. Formal Statement/ Also, 
you'll notice that many of these terms are related and often confused or used as 
synonyms in common speech. Formal Statement/ It may help you to discuss 
these terms together and thus define them partly by discussing why they are not 
the same. Formal Statement/ 

The main goal of the organizational aspect of the moderating role is to explain clearly 

what the students should be doing and how to go about doing it. Educational researchers 
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Velayo (1994) and Burge and Roberts (1993) also emphasize the importance of 

explaining why the students are doing it, hi other words, the organizational role involves 

answering, as cleariy as possible, what, how, and why. Here, Teacher 5 explains what to 

do, but not how to go about it or why the discussion might be important. The initiating 

prompt presents 31 terms for discussion, but the students do not have an indication of 

how to begin. With which of the terms should they begin? The teacher leaves that 

question up to them, but then how are they going to achieve consensus on a term if they 

all begin with a different one? Further, there is not a clear explanation of the importance 

of this discussion strand. The teacher indicates that "... we need to make sure we all 

agree on the definitions, how they are related, and what they have to do with this 

class,,,," but there is no indication, past that mysterious statement, of the importance of 

such agreement. These organizational problems seem to affect the resulting discussion. 

Only five students end up participating in this strand that is supposed to remain ongoing 

throughout the semester. Further, the posts are extremely short, and there are only a few 

cursory attempts by students to come to a consensus about the definitions. It seems that 

either the students are not quite sure how to proceed, or they are not convinced of the 

importance of the discussion, as their lack of engagement indicates, or both. Thus, the 

teacher tries to change the way the students are participating with activities associated 

with his intellectual moderating role. He primarily prompts students individually, asking 

them to connect their definitions to the purpose of the class as a whole. In one response, 

he tries to get the student to complicate his definition of communication, which the 

student had defined as a one-way process, from one person to the other. But his attempts 

at improving the intellectual nature of the responses were not successful. The teacher and 
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the students seem to have constmcted what Berzsenyi (1999, p. 233) would call a 

hierarchical relationship: 

.. .hierarchical relationships are characterized by a moderate degree of conflict 
and by hierarchy among participants, as the name suggests. Hierarchical 
relationships predominantly display critical, didactic, and opinionated attitudes 
toward others. Textual features of hierarchical relationships include a plenitude 
of information, criticisms, corrections, and prescriptions. Also, advice is 
commonly given from this participant because the emphasis is on a writer's 
representation of knowledge. Typically, one or more interiocutors 'talk' a lot, 
while other interlocutors send occasional messages in a more passive 
role,,.,Power relations are less dominant and conflictual in hierarchical 
relationships than in agonistic relationships and even more so than in dialectical 
relationships. 

The characteristics of the relationship between the teacher and the students that mark it as 

a hierarchical relationship are, first, that the teacher's contributions to the discussion are, 

after the initiating prompt, wholly corrective. The teacher, in all of his contributions, is 

trying to get the students to participate differently. He wants them to elaborate and 

connect their definitions to the overall purpose of the class. Of course, greater 

elaboration and further connection are not bad goals, but the students here do not seem to 

get it or to care that much— t̂hey simply did not engage, for the most part. The teacher is 

the one who contributes the most while the students contribute short, relatively passive 

messages. Hierarchical relationships are not necessarily bad, but if the goal is a great deal 

of productive student-to-student interaction, then this kind of relationship is not the best 

one to have. This discussion never recovered from the organizational problems exhibited 

in the initiating prompt. The teacher tried to fix the problems through heavy use of his 

intellectual moderating role, but the students did not work with him to constmct more 

productive discourse. All of these interrelating factors worked together to constmct the 

remediated IRE discourse pattem with relatively low dialogicality. Thus, it appears that 
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it might not be enough for teachers to simply avoid an IRE pattem in their own online 

discussions when trying to make them effective and productive; they should also pay 

attention to the factors relating to their responsibilities as online moderators, perhaps 

especially to the organizational aspects of that role. Creating dialogic, student-centered 

discussions may have more to do with setting up the environment effectively beforehand 

than trying to reduce teacher-centered authority online as the discussion occurs. The next 

transcript reveals a different kind of problem regarding the execution of the 

organizational role. 

Continued Analysis of the Second Transcript, 
From a First-Semester Technical Writing 

Course, Taught by Teacher 1, 
Using Interchange 

The continued analysis of this transcript will begin with the analysis of the topic 

initiations, which are all teacher initiations, below. As a reminder, this transcript was the 

one that required students to suggest changes to the document design of a set of 

instmctions. 

Analysis of Topic Initiations. Specific 
Breakdown, Technical Writing, 
Teacher 1. Interchange 

The findings of this part of the study do, in part, confirm the Ahem, Peck, and 

Laycock (1992) study in that the teacher in this exchange used primarily formal 

statements (77% shown in Table 5.3 below), which are statements made to the whole 

class, and as a whole, this exchange was not very dialogic. 
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Table 5.3 Analysis of Topic Initiations, Specific 
Breakdown, Technical Writing, Teacher 1, 
Interchange 

Clause 
Type 

FS 
FQ 
CS 
CQ 

Total # 
24 
4 
3 
0 

%of 
Total 

77 
13 
10 
0 

# Teacher 
24 
4 
3 
0 

% 

Teacher 
77 
13 
10 
0 

# Student 
0 
0 

N/A 
N/A 

% 

Student 
0 
0 

N/A 
N/A 

Analysis of Student Message Support, Technical 
Writing, Teacher 1. Interchange 

However, as shown in Table 5.4 below, half of the student messages were supported, 

which means, in this case, that half of the students referred to the document design 

chapter in their textbook to back up their redesign recommendations. This seems like a 

pretty high percentage, so in that sense, the Ahem, Peck, and Laycock (1992) study was 

not confinned, as the teacher in this study used primarily formal messages and received 

many supported messages, while the use of fonnal messages in their study did not 

promote student support. 

Table 5,4—Analysis of Student Message 
Support, Technical Writing, Teacher 1, 
Interchange 

Message Type 
Supported 
Unsupported 
Not Applicable 

# 

16 
11 
1 

% 

50 

3 
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It seems as if the teacher style in this Interchange had more to do with the nature of 

the initiating prompt, however, than the use of formal or conversational statements and 

questions. As suggested in the previous chapter, the initiating prompt was clear, but 

asking students to give suggestions for the redesign of a set of instmctions did not leave 

much room for debate or any kind of interactive discussion among the students because 

there are good and bad design principles, and thus, right and wrong suggestions, for the 

most part. There were probably different ways one could redesign the instmctions using 

good design principles, but maybe not enough to inspire significant debate. Thus, this 

Interchange prompt was not ideal for promoting student interaction and knowledge-

making. Objective answer questions do not inspire discussion—there is not much to 

discuss. This question was simply not one appropriate for discussion, although it would 

have been perfectiy fine to use, perhaps, as a teacher-led exercise designed to show how 

to apply the principles outlined in the chapter. The teacher could have, for example, put 

the instmctions on an overhead and then lead the class through the aspects of its design 

that needed to be reworked. Ultimately, then, the teacher did not execute the 

organizational aspects of her moderating role as effectively as she might have, exhibited 

by the poorly planned prompt, and the result was an activity largely inappropriate for 

class discussion. The smdents did not interact because there was not much to interact 

about; thus, the Interchange exhibited remediated IRE pattems that were not very 

conducive to student knowledge-making. As in the last transcript, the ineffective use of 

the organizational role effected the nature of the discourse in this discussion a great deal. 

There were aspects of this discussion, though, that were more effective than those in 

the previous example transcript. For example, the prompt might have been largely 
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inappropriate, but it was clear, and many students participated. Further, the relationship 

constmcted by the students and the teacher was less hierarchical than in the previous 

transcript because of that high degree of participation, although as a whole it was more 

hierarchical than dialectical, which is the next point on the continuum moving towards 

empathetic. Thus, the Interchange was not marked by the teacher, at the top of the 

hierarchy, participating the most while the others participated only occasionally and 

passively. The students were highly participatory; they were just not highly interactive. 

One clearly hierarchical characteristic of the relationship between the students and the 

teacher was that the teacher advised and corrected quite a bit; again, this was due to the 

nature of the prompt. When students did not suggest changes in keeping with good 

design principles, she gave altemate advice and corrections. Interestingly, as noted in the 

previous chapter conceming the ways that the IRE discussion pattem was remediated in 

this transcript, the teacher used elements of an empathetic interlocutor relationship to 

cushion the effects of those messages. Berzsenyi (1999, p. 234) describes the 

characteristics of an empathetic relationship: 

.,,empathetic relationships are marked by low-to-zero degrees of conflict and 
hierarchy in messages, Empathetic relationships consist of active interaction 
among most or all interlocutors in a conference group. Praise of one another's 
viewpoints is common, as are invitations for elaboration of one's expressed 
viewpoints. Empathy is a key term in the development of this category because 
interiocutors prioritize mutual understanding. Further, they express agreement, 
support, and allegiance to one another. Within empathetic relationships, 
interlocutors adopt roles of mediation in order to facilitate discussion, draw out 
ideas, and maintain peace among participants. Playful exchanges appear in the 
form of puns, jests about the situation, and harmless verbal jabs immediately 
followed by a qualifier such as 'just kidding,' Jokes degrade no one in the 
conference and generally function to bind members together. Silence is least 
common in empathetic relationships. 
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The characteristics of an empathetic relationship used by the teacher are the use of praise 

and support. For example, the teacher exhibits praise and support in message 36, when 

she writes, "Really good suggestions so far"; and in message 41, she writes, "Maritza, 

yes, I think that is one of the worst things about this example—the numbered steps do not 

stand out"; her indirect reference of Annie and Maritza's bad advice that corrected in a 

supportive, nonconfrontational way is also an empathetic characteristic. She corrected 

Liz and Justin in the same way in message 62, and even prefaced that correction with 

group praise: "Great ideas—it's hard to remember everything at once about chapter 15,1 

know, but remember that underlining and all caps is harder to read than just making 

typefaces larger and/or bold," In addition, even though the students are not highly 

interactive, they are highly participatory, and that may be due, in part, to the way the 

teacher uses features of an empathetic relationship, which would relate to her social 

moderating roles, to constmct a comfortable environment for the students' participation. 

Liz, who was indirectiy cortected in the message above, was even comfortable enough to 

disagree with the teacher, arguing that all caps in small amounts is not necessarily a bad 

thing. The teacher then waits until the last message, where she sums up the most 

important changes that needed to be made to the document design to emphasize, again 

indirectiy, that all caps shouldn't be the first choice of highlighting methods. 

Thus, the ineffective execution of the organizational role affected the nature of this 

discussion, just like it did the last. The inappropriate discussion prompt did not leave 

room enough for student-to-student interaction and knowledge-making—for the most 

part, the knowledge was already made. The lack of student-to-student interaction created 

the teacher-centered, remediated IRE pattems with little dialogicality. But the patterns 
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themselves were not the problem-the prompt was. Thus, it cannot be said that 

remediated IRE pattems inhibit smdent interaction, hi these two example transcripts, 

they seem, rather, to be symptoms or manifestations of the larger organizational 

problems. There is no reason to suggest, then, on the basis of these two examples, that 

remediated IRE pattems could not be used productively with the accompaniment of a 

teacher making effective use of her organizational, social, and intellectual moderating 

roles. For example, had the present transcript been prefaced by a good discussion 

prompt, the teacher might have been able to combine her supportive, social moderating 

activities with productive intellectual moderating activities to facilitate a discussion more 

effectively. 

Continued Analysis of the Third Transcript. 
From a Creative Course, Taught by 

Teacher 2, Using Interchange 

Analysis of this transcript will pick up with a discussion of teacher questions below. 

This transcript was the one in which students recommended changes to their peer's 

creative short story in progress. It was the example transcript that fell into the star and 

altemating initiate-respond pattems. 

Analysis of Teacher Messages and Student 
Topic Initiations. Creative Writing, 
Teacher 2 

As explained in the previous chapter, this transcript was one of the most dialogic in 

the study. Contrary to the findings in the Ahem, Peck, and Laycock (1992) study, 

however, the teacher participated formally most of the time, 75% of the time as shown in 
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Table 5,5 below; thirty-four percent of the questions were formal statements and 41 % 

were formal questions. Only three percent of the questions were conversational, and five 

percent of the statements were conversational. However, it is interesting that the teacher 

did not ask a question at all until message 10, and that question built off of Kevin's 

comment in message four. So the teacher did not kick off the Interchange with a formal 

prompt, he waited to see what some of the students had to say flrst, and then he asked a 

question regarding one of those comments. The next teacher prompt was formal, 

however, and did not build from a student comment. But the very next one did. In the 

teacher's prompt in message 26, he built a question from Dianna's message 21. The rest 

of the three prompting messages were formal. 

Table 5.5 Analysis of Teacher Messages and 
Student Topic Initiations, Specific 
Breakdown, Creative Writing, 
Teacher 2, Interchange 

Clause 
Type 

FS 
FQ 
CS 
CQ 

Total # 
11 
13 
5 
3 

%of 
Total 

34 
41 
16 
9 

# Teacher 
11 
13 
5 
3 

% 

Teacher 
34 
41 
16 
9 

# Student 
0 
0 

N/A 
N/A 

% 

Student 
0 
0 

N/A 
N/A 

Analysis of Student Message Support. Creative 
Writing, Teacher 2 

Also contrary to the Ahem, Peck, and Laycock (1992) study, the majority of the 

student messages, as shown in Table 5.6 below, were supported, even though most of the 
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teacher messages were formal. If the students gave reasoning for their opinion, their 

messages were counted as supported. 

Table 5,6 Analysis of Student Message Support, 
Creative Writing, Teacher 2, Interchange 

Message Type 
Supported 
Unsupported 
Not Applicable 

# 

41 
9 
10 

% 

68 
15 
17 

The extensive organizational work the teacher did before the students ever entered an 

Interchange, however, may have overshadowed any possible negative effects of formal 

questioning. The teacher explained clearly, in the syllabus, exactiy what was expected of 

the students regarding the online discussions, which were all held using Interchange. 

Interchange participation was worth 10% of the overall grade, and the final essay, which 

was an important part of the portfolio they tumed in at the end of the semester for 50% of 

the overall grade, had to contain a section that explained both the insights they gained 

from Interchange participation and the insights they were able to impart to others.. Thus, 

participation in the online discussions was an important, required part of this course. In 

addition, the teacher prepared a detailed explanation of the requirements for each 

Interchange. Almost every day, students discussed their peers' writing in progress. He 

divided his explanations of the requirements for these discussions into "Process" 

comments and "Instmctions." Regarding the process, the teacher wrote: 

• Come to class having read each poem three times and each story at least 
twice. Write plenty of comments regarding each piece. You will be giving 
the comments back to their authors, so if you want a copy of them for your 
own records, be sure to make one before class. 
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• Be prepared to discuss each piece thoroughly. Our conversation will focus on 
(a) what you like about a particular piece and (b) your suggestions for 
improving the piece, 

• During the discussion of the piece, the author is NOT allowed to participate. 
It is important that we react to the poem or story on its own terms, without the 
author explaining it. This is, after all, a writing class; if the author's intentions 
aren't clear on the page, she or he has not successfully expressed them in 
writing, and we should tell her or him so, When the class mns out of things to 
say, the author will have a chance to comment, ask questions, etc. 

Next, the teacher wrote the following "Instmctions": 

• Be kind. Do unto others, etc. It can be difficult to be generous, but remember 
that our purpose is to help each other (and remember that the person you're 
ripping to shreds will be commenting on your work soon enough). 

• Be honest. Offer constmctive, but frank, criticism. If something just doesn't 
make sense, say so. If something really makes you cringe, sweetly say 
something like, "This really doesn't work for me." We can't improve our 
writing until we know others' honest reaction to it. 

• Be open-minded. Don't let something you disagree with threaten you or throw 
you off-balance. Keep your poise. Concentrate on what the author seems to 
be trying to do and how well he or she succeeds. If something offends you so 
much that you can't continue reading, let me know. 

• Be specific. Refer to particular words, phrases, sentences, or passages. Do 
not simply make vague assessments like, "I really like how this flows." The 
more specific you are, the more helpful you are. Try to use some of the ideas 
and terms you have been reading about in Minot, 

• Be prepared. Do not make up your comments on the spot. That won't help 
anyone. 

The teacher does not enter a prompt or a message of any kind in the present Interchange 

until message 10. It appears at first as if the Interchange is not organized at all. In fact, 

however, the Interchanges were extensively organized before they ever began. The 

teacher in this class executes the organizational aspects of his moderating role very 

effectively by articulating, in writing, in a formal document, exactly what he expects of 

the students regarding the online discussions. Further, since the students participate in so 

many hiterchanges over the course of the semester, they stay familiar with these 
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expectations. That is probably why the students just go ahead and get to work without 

needing an initiating prompt until message 10, hi addition, the emphasis on the 

importance of the class discussions in terms of the course grade and student leaming 

cleariy explained the purpose for the discussions. Thus, this teacher clarifies the what, 

the how, and the why of the class discussions, the essential organizational role 

responsibilities, through his syllabus before the students ever engage in class discussion. 

The students and the teacher seem to constmct a largely dialectical relationship with 

one another. Berzsenyi (1999, p, 233) describes this kind of relationship as: 

,. .highly interactive with low degrees of conflict and authoritativeness. Dialectical 
participants ask questions to get clarification on messages as part of an effort to 
explore an issue and discuss its various viewpoints. Therefore, interlocutors are 
interactive dialecticians. Power dynamics among dialectical participants are 
primarily egalitarian and cooperative but with the conflict that can accompany 
intellectual inquiry and disagreement. Compared with empathic relationships, 
dialectical relations include greater degrees of conflict in the process of mutual 
challenge. However, greater degrees of cooperation arise among dialectical 
interlocutors than among hierarchical users. When there is silence, interlocutors 
may be reading the transcript of messages or formulating a response. However, 
silence is uncommon in this category of relationships due to its interactivity and 
peer dynamics. Finally, playful exchanges typically appear in the form of satire 
and hyperbole, interpreted as inoffensive by interlocutors. 

First, this transcript is certainly highly interactive, as the previous chapter explained; they 

do ask one another questions and explore issues together. And while the participants are 

not ugly to one another, they do have intellectual disagreements. For example, Andrea 

and Dianna disagreed with most of the class that 25 years was a long time to stay in a 

loveless marriage just for the sake of revenge. Kevin, in message 22, very strongly 

expressed his amazement that anyone could disagree. This disagreement continued for 

six messages. And Andrea and Brandon, in another example, participate in a discussion 

thread in which they hammer out how the relationship really should be portrayed. They 
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disagree for most of the thread, but finally come to an understanding. The teacher 

participates in the dialectical exchange primarily by asking questions designed to foster 

exploration and highlight different perspectives. The power dynamics are essentially 

egalitarian because the teacher never really asserts his opinions as the best ones, but just 

other opinions in the larger exchange. In fact, he only asserts his opinions in one 

message, #52, and he does not use that message to impose his views, but just as a way to 

summarize what he liked and did not like about the story. That message ended with a 

question asking what the others in the class felt should be written more clearly. Another 

egalitarian move made by the teacher, and a good social moderating activity, as well, is 

the way that the teacher let the students begin the discussion without him at first, and 

then, after he had seen some of the concems of the students, he built his first prompts 

from those concems. He built another prompt from a student contribution later in the 

transcript, as well. This practice showed that he tmly valued the students' opinions. If 

the goal of the discussion is to create group knowledge, the dialectical relationship is 

probably the best one to foster because it is characterized by civilized discussion and 

disagreement. The empathetic relationship is characterized by a bit too much concem 

that everyone get along. Intellectual disagreements may be passed over in that kind of 

relationship for the sake of peace. In the hierarchical relationship, not all the students are 

interactive, which negates the whole purpose of having an online discussion. And the 

agonistic relationship is too conflicted to be tmly productive. 

The teacher in this exchange uses his intellectual moderating role quite effectively. 

Most of his contributions are in the fonn of questions that point out new issues to be 

explored or altemate perspectives to be considered, hi message 10, the teacher creates 
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questions that build off of Kevin's message #4, and these questions ask the smdents to 

consider altemate perspectives: "Wouldn't she fall in love with someone else in all that 

time? Why didn't she just kill him?" The next message does not build off of a student's. 

It brings up an issue that none of them have thought of yet: "How about the stmcture of 

the story,. ,,What if the story focused on the end scene, and the rest came out as 

memories,,.." The next teacher message again builds off of a student contribution, and 

asks the students to explore its implications further: "What about them 'deserving each 

other'? Is that how relationships really work? Does this suggest fate as a theme in the 

story?" In the next message, the teacher brings up an issue that the students have not 

thought of yet, and asks them to explore it: "I want to open the broader subject of this 

KIND of ending: the surprise...," And finally, as explained above, the teacher 

summarizes some of the things he would like to see more clearly in the story, and then 

asks the students what they would like to see. Thus, this teacher effectively prompts 

students to explore issues further and analyze new perspectives. In addition, the nature of 

the questions point the students to important issues to discuss—issues important for 

students to consider as new creative writers. 

This transcript serves as a good example of a successful online discussion. The 

teacher handles the organizational, social, and intellectual aspects of his moderating role 

effectively, and he constmcts, along with his students, an interiocutor relationship, which 

is conducive to the group constmction of knowledge. 
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An Additional Illustrative Analysis: A First-
Semester Technical Writing Course, Taught 

by Teacher 1, Using WebBoard 

Analysis of the first two transcripts showed that the ineffective fulfillment of the 

organizational aspect of the moderating role had a big impact on the effectiveness of the 

entire online discussions. When the organizational role was not fulfilled adequately, it 

appeared that the other elements at work in the discussion were negatively affected—the 

elements, including, for example, the intellecmal and social roles, the interiocutor 

relationships, and the discussion pattems. It seems that these elements are 

interdependent, and the problems in the one affect the success of the others. Analysis of 

the third transcript showed a successful online discussion, a discussion whose moderator 

seemed to carry out all aspects of his role effectively, and whose participants co-

constmcted an interlocutor relationship particularly facilitative of the social constmction 

of knowledge. The complex and interrelated elements at work in the discussion seemed 

to work together effectively in this example. The final transcript presented here was not 

analyzed in the previous chapter. It is especially interesting as an example of a 

discussion whose teacher gives the students sole responsibility for the online space, so the 

only aspect of the moderating role the teacher takes on is the organizational. The 

following example seems to show, again, just how important the organizational role is to 

the success of an online discussion. It also seems to show, however, that online 

discussion success probably does depend on the successful interworking of at least the 

discussion elements analyzed in the present study. 

The following transcript comes from a technical communication course. The teacher 

designed the course to be conducted primarily at a distance so that she could include the 
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transcripts in the present study. She wanted to analyze totally smdent-centered online 

discussions—discussions for which the students would have sole control. The transcript 

and analysis follows. The discussion was conducted asynchronously through WebBoard. 

Message #1, Addresses Class 

Topic: How much should you put into a proposal? 
Conf: 7-10-98 
From: Robert 
Date: Thursday, July 09,1998 7:16 PM 
Now that we have established what a proposal is and what purpose it serves, let us 
consider how much work should go into making a proposal, I, Topic Initiation/ Many of 
you have suggested that a proposal identifies a problem and recommends a remedy, I, R, 
Assertion/ but is it the purpose of the proposal to make considerations for all possible 
contingencies? I, Topic Initiation/ When does the cost of preparing the proposal become 
too high? I, Topic Initiation/ Should the cost be a consideration, or is the purpose of the 
proposal more important? I, Topic Initiation/ 

Student Prompt Analysis 

Message #1 

Topic: How much should you put into a proposal? 
Conf: 7-10-98 
From: Robert 
Date: Thursday, July 09,1998 7:16 PM 
Now that we have established what a proposal is and what purpose it serves, let us 
consider how much work should go into making a proposal. Formal Statement/ Many of 
you have suggested that a proposal identifies a problem and recommends a remedy. 
Formal Statement/ but is it the purpose of the proposal to make considerations for all 
possible contingencies? Formal Question/ When does the cost of preparing the proposal 
become too high? Formal Question/ Should the cost be a consideration, or is the purpose 
of the proposal more important? Formal Question/ 

Message #2, Supported, Addresses Robert, #1, References Robert, #1 

Topic: How much should you put into a proposal? 
Conf: 7-10-98 
From: Jennika 
Date: Thursday, July 09,1998 9:28 PM 
Maybe you should re think the question, I, R, Assertion/ As I see it, there should be very 
little cost in making and developing an effective proposal. I, R, Assertion/ In submitting 
a proposal, your main goal is to do research that will benefit the proposal. I, R, 
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Clarification-Elaboration/ You are only doing research to find out the best way to 
present the proposal and what you will need for your project, I, R, Clarification-
Elaboration/ You aren't actually purchasing things that you will need for the project I, 
R, Clarification-Elaboration/—that is the whole purpose of the proposal! I, R, 
Clarification-Elaboration/ You are developing the proposal so that the person/company 
you present to will support your project—so that they will foot the expenses. I, R, 
Clarification-Elaboration/ For example, you would call people who might have 
knowledge about your subject and interview them about costs, pros and cons, and the 
feasibility of specific aspects of the proposal. I, R, Clarification-Elaboration/ 
Contacting people and interviewing should result in very little if any expense. I, R, 
Clarification-Elaboration/ Also you should research to find out what you will need for 
the project proposed and how much the project you are proposing will cost in terms of 
things that will have to be purchased, etc. I, R, Assertion/ Calling around and finding out 
prices should result in no expense. I, R, Assertion/ The only costs that I can think of that 
you would possibly have in developing a proposal is cost of paper, maybe interview 
tapes/recorder, possibly telephone charges. I, R, Clarification-Elaboration/ These costs 
are minimal and insignificant. I, R, Assertion/ 

Message #3, Supported, Addresses Class, 
References Robert, #1, References Jennika, #2 

Topic: How much should you put into a proposal? 
Conf: 7-10-98 
From: Catherine 
Date: Friday, July 10,1998 2:20 AM 
I have to agree with Jennika. I, R, Assertion/1 don't think that cost should play the 
important role in a proposal, I, R, Assertion/ —Only in the research of the cost of what 
you are proposing,— If your using all your resources on your proposal, whats the point in 
making the proposal in the first place, I, R, Question/ A proposal should be short, sweet, 
and to the point. I, R, Assertion/ All major aspects of the proposal should be evident in a 
short, simple to read summary, with just enough information to give the evaluator to 
decide to leam more about your proposal or to cut it loose, I, R, Clarification-
Elaboration/ Unless, you are doing extensive scientific research on a proposal, I don't 
believe that you should devote all your money into something that may not even become 
anything, I, R, Assertion/ then all you have done is wasted a lot of money and a lot of 
free time for yourself and others. I, R, Clarification-Elaboration/ 

Message #4, Supported, Addresses Class, References Robert, #1 

Topic: How much should you put into a proposal? 
Conf: 7-10-98 
From: Michael 
Date: Friday, July 10,1998 1:30 PM 
In general a proposal does seek to provide solutions for evident problems. R, Assertion/ 
Whether the proposal is a concept of your own devising or you are responding to a 
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Request For Proposals (RFP) usually the proposal regards research or services in which 
you are experienced or have some interest, R, Assertion/ Assuming you work as a 
contractor for highway constmction and the state of Texas is seeking a highway 
contractor you will likely not need to conduct extensive research in order to write a 
proposal, I, R, Assertion/ If you are proposing a bicycle lane be installed on your 
campus, you'll need to do some calling, I, R, Clarification-Elaboration/ but chances 
are someone already has done research for you at traffic and parking I, R, Clarification-
Elaboration/ In any case it is doubtful that large sums of money need to be spent in order 
to fund a proposal, I, R, Clarification-Elaboration/ A proposal needs to be thorough in 
the scope of covering what you want to see done in terms of the plan you set out and the 
budget you request. I, R, Assertion/ A proposal cannot cover every contingency of the 
project in question and need not be described in exhaustive detail since it may become 
too lengthy and may be viewed as excessive by the reviewer(s). I, R, Clarification-
Elaboration/ 

Message #5, Supported, Addresses Class, 
References Robert, #1, References Jennika, #2 

Topic: How much should you put into a proposal? 
Conf: 7-10-98 
From: Adam 
Date: Friday, July 10,1998 1:55 PM 
I would like to respond to Jennika's reply to this question. R, Assertion/1 believe that 
Jennika might have misunderstood the question that was asked. I, R, Assertion/1 don't 
believe that Robert was referring to a dollar amount but to the amount of information that 
should be included in the proposal itself. I, R, Assertion/1 believe that the proposal 
should include the who, what, where, why, and how often but only in an overview. I, R, 
Assertion/ The technicalities and specifics should be saved for the report in order to 
prevent the proposal to be diluted with figures. I, R, Clarification-Elaboration/ 

Message #6, Supported, Addresses Class, References Robert, #1, References 
Catherine, #3, References Jennika, #2, & References Adam, #5 

Topic: How much should you put into a proposal? 
Conf: 7-10-98 
From: Amanda 
Date: Friday, July 10,1998 8:57 PM 
I agree with Catherine in that a proposal should be short and sweet. I, R, Assertion/ It 
should be a highly organized 'list' without being repetitive. I, R, Clarification-
Elaboration/ I also think that several people interpreted the question about the cost of a 
proposal differently, I, R, Assertion/1 think the prompt was asking more about the cost, 
meaning effort, that needs to be put forth in presenting a good proposal. I, R, 
Clarification-Elaboration/ The cost of what one is proposing should be presented within 
the proposal, and needs to have been researched thoroughly. I, R, Assertion/ Adam 
touched on this point as well, and mentioned that the most important aspects of the 
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proposal (who, what, when, etc) must be touched on and covered thoroughly in the 
proposal., I, R, Assertion/ In answer to how much should you put forth in a proposal, 
you should put enough effort into it to be complete, thorough, organized, as well as 
efficient in the overall style of the proposal itself, I, R, Assertion/ 

Message #7, Supported, Addresses Class, References Jennika, #2, 
References Catherine, #3, References Michael, #4, 
References Adam, #5, & References Amanda, #6 

Topic: How much should you put into a proposal? 
Conf: 7-10-98 
From: Robert 
Date: Sunday, July 12,1998 9:11 PM 
I think many of you misunderstood my question in that you viewed the word "cost" as 
meaning dollar amount, I, R, Assertion/1 was focusing more on the time and thought 
aspects of cost, or effort, I, R, Clarification-Elaboration/1 think it is necessary to do a 
relatively thorough job in considering many different alternatives. I, R, Assertion/ If 
these altematives are not developed and researched the proposal is merely an opinion 
based persuasive paper without any tme research to back it up. I, R, Clarification-
Elaboration/ In my line of work, lack of thought proves costiy (meaning the project fails 
or goes well over budget because of significant alterations that must be made late due to 
poor planning). I, R, Clarification-Elaboration/ To continue the discussion, I think it 
would be pertinent to ask if any of you think that a proposal should avoid suggesting 
complete solutions to a problem because you feel that is too "costly?" I, Question/ My 
thoughts on this question are that if you do not make complete recommendations the 
proposal may fail I, R, Assertion/ and, even if it does succeed, the outcome can become 
alarmingly different than you proposed due to the implementation of a contrasting 
inadequate procedure, I, R, Assertion/ 

Message #8, Supported, Addresses Class, References Robert, #1, 
References Robert, #7, References Catherine, #3, References Michael, #4, 

References Adam, #5, & References Amanda, #6 

Topic: How much should you put into a proposal? 
Conf: 7-10-98 
From: Anna 
Date: Sunday, July 12,1998 10:10 PM 
I view Robert's point that failing to be fully detailed, without losing the audience's 
attention, can prove to be an extensive cost to the proposal. R, Assertion/ The objective 
of the proposal is to state in concrete terms what the individual plans to accomplish if the 
proposal is funded. R, Clarification-Elaboration/ In order to acquire such terms, 
researching the proposal is imperative. R, Clarification-Elaboration/ It is very 
important to show the determination of the individual by covering all bases throughout 
the proposal. R, Clarification-Elaboration/There are ways of conquering this without it 
being "too much." R, Clarification-Elaboration/ If these precautions are not taken, then 
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I agree with Robert's second thought that the outcome can be amazingly and 
unexpectedly different. R, Assertion/ Of course, it makes sense, R, Assertion/ If you 
don't communicate properiy, you risk being misunderstood. R, Clarification-
Elaboration/ If you are misunderstood, the project fails in at least one area. R, 
Clarification-Elaboration/ 

Message #9, Supported, Addresses Class, References Robert, #1 

Topic: How much should you put into a proposal? 
Conf: 7-10-98 
From: Brandie 
Date: Monday, July 13,1998 10:31 AM 
I feel it depends on the type of research, experience and organization skills an individual 
possesses, R, Assertion/ In order to cover a proposal, you need to view all aspects of the 
situation and first decide who your audience is, how much time you have, how broad the 
subject is and if you have the appropriate and available resources needed to complete the 
process, R, Clarification-Elaboration/ After determining these factors you may decide 
if the proposal is too costly, R, Clarification-Elaboration/1 think it is very important to 
know these issues before making a proposition, R, Clarification-Elaboration/1 think the 
proposal can and will be too costly if you are not well prepared and educated on its 
subject. R, Assertion/ 

Message #10, Supported, Addresses Class, References Robert, #1, References 
Amanda, #6, References Robert, #7 

Topic: How much should you put into a proposal? 
Conf: 7-10-98 
From: Zane 
Date: Monday, July 13,1998 12:30 PM 
I think furthermost, you want your benefits to over exceed the cost of the proposal 
whether it be dollar amount or even the time it took to create the proposal. R, Assertion/ 
Hence, a proposal could cost too much. R, Assertion/1 agree with Amanda that the 
purpose is important, R, Assertion/1 also agree with Robert that a proposal needs to be 
complete and should list all considerations or solutions so that the proposal would be 
more convincing and would be affirmed by the decision maker, R, Assertion/ For 
example, let's say you have a proposal with a solution that would only benefit a small 
portion of the organization; R, Clarification-Elaboration/ however, you spent a solid 
month researching and creating the proposal costing hundreds of dollars. R, 
Clarification-Elaboration/ This proposal would be too high. R, Clarification-
Elaboration/ hi order, to create a good proposal it should be organized and list all 
solutions because the likelihood of it passes is greater and many at least one solution is 
enforced, R, Assertion/ 
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Message #11, Unsupported, Addresses Class, References Robert, #1, 
References Adam, #5, References Amanda, #6, References Jennika, #2, 

References Catherine, #3, & References Michael, #4 

Topic: How much should you put into a proposal? 
Conf: 7-10-98 
From: Cole 
Date: Monday, July 13,1998 11:15 PM 
I would have to agree with Adam, that a proposal should contain a basic overview of 
what, when, where, and why, R, Assertion/1 do not feel this question is asking for a 
labor or cost of a proposal, rather how much information should be included in it. R, 
Assertion/ 

Discussion of theTranscript from the Technical 
Writing Course Taught by Teacher 1 

Using WebBoard 

Discussion of this transcript will proceed in the same order as that of the transcripts in 

the previous chapter, and then it will move to the more contextualized analysis. 

General Description of the WebBoard Exchange, 
Technical Writing, Teacher 1, WebBoard 

The most striking thing about the general description numbers below in Table 5.7 is 

the average number of words contributed per student, 137, and this word count was 

typical for the class. The online discussion transcripts from this course were remarkably 

similar. This is almost three times the amount of words contributed by the students in the 

other classes. Furthermore, while most of the elements of this online discussion will be 

shown to relate to the extensive assignment requirements, the unusual amount of 

contributions did not-there was no specification for number of words or lines required. 

One possible explanation for the longer word count is that these students were juniors and 
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seniors compared to the freshman population of the first-semester composition courses 

and the largely sophomore population of the creative writing course. 

Table 5.7 General Description of the WebBoard 
Exchange, Technical Writing, Teacher 1 

General Description 
Number of students 
Number of messages 
Number of student messages 
Average number of messages per student 
Average number of words per smdent 
message 
Number of teacher messages 
Average number of words per teacher 
message 
Percent of messages written by students 
Percent of messages written by the teacher 

# 

10 
11 
11 
1 

137 
0 

0 
100 
0 

Intermessage Reference Analysis. Technical 
Writing, Teacher 1, WebBoard 

There were an enormous number of student-to-student references in this discussion, as 

shown in Table 5,8 below. There were only ten students participating in this discussion, 

but those ten students referred to one another 31 times. This is an indication of a high 

degree of dialogicality. The level of dialogicality here rivals that of the previous 

transcript, which had fourteen students, sixty student messages, and 26 student-to-student 

references, 14 student-to-student direct addresses, and six student to teacher direct 

addresses. Compare those numbers to this transcript, which only contained eleven 

messages from ten students, but yet also showed 31 student-to-student references. 
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Table 5.8 Intermessage Reference Analysis, 
Overall Totals, Technical Writing, Teacher 1, 
WebBoard 

Overall Totals 
Number of direct addresses 
Number of individual-to-class addresses 
Number of references 

# 

10 
31 

Table 5,9 Intermessage Reference Analysis, 
Specific Breakdown, Technical Writing, 
Teacher 1, WebBoard 

Interaction Type 
Student-to-student direct addresses 
Student to teacher direct addresses 
Teacher to student direct addresses 
Student to class 
Teacher to class 
Student-to-student references 
Student to teacher references 
Teacher to student references 

# 

1 
0 
0 
10 
0 
31 
0 
0 

% 

2 
0 
0 
24 
0 
74 
0 
0 

Initiate-Respond Pattem Analysis. Technical 
Writing, Teacher 1, WebBoard 

In another indication of a high degree of dialogicality (Table 5,10 below), 45 of the 

students' independent clauses functioned as both responses to eariier clauses and 

initiations of later clauses. This number does not quite match, but yet does not fall 

terribly behind that of the previous transcript, which contained 74 student 

initiation/responses. 
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Table 5,10 Initiate-Respond Pattem /Analysis, 
Technical Writing, Teacher 1, WebBoard 

Initiate-Respond Pattern Analysis 
Number of initiations 
Number of responses 
Number of initiation/responses 
Number of student initiations 
Number of teacher initiations 
Number of student responses 
Number of teacher responses 
Number of student initiation/responses 
Number of teacher initiation/responses 

# 

5 
27 
45 
5 
0 
27 
0 
45 
0 

The pattems in this discussion were complex, which is not surprising given the dense 

student-to-student references at the independent clause level, as well as the larger 

message to message interactions revealed in this transcript. The entire exchange, at a 

macro-level, could be considered a star pattem, as each one of the messages responds 

through references to the first. But there is more going on here than that, A macro-level 

linear pattem occurred, for example, in messages one-three wherein Jennika, in message 

three, responded to Robert, from message one, and Catherine, in message three, 

responded to Jennika, from message two. There was only one short macro-level 

altemating initiate-respond pattem, and that occurred as Robert initiated a thread in 

message one; messages two through six responded to him, and then, in message 7, Robert 

wrote a message in response. But there were other pattems going on within messages one 

through seven and beyond, as well. The larger, macro-linear pattern, occurred, of course, 

as explained above, but there were micro clause-level linear pattems, as well, marked by 

student-to-student references. For example, Robert initiates the discussion in message 

one; then Jennika addresses Robert in message two, and Catherine references Jennika in 
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message three, as does Adam in message five, Amanda in message six, Robert in 

message seven, and Cole in message eleven. Amanda, in message six, also references 

Catherine from message three, in the beginning of another linear pattem, as does Robert 

in message seven, Anna in message eight, and Cole in message eleven. Continuing the 

line, Robert, in message seven, references Amanda, from message six, as does Anna in 

message eight, Zane in message ten, and Cole in message eleven. Still continuing this 

line, Anna, in message eight references Robert in message seven, as does Zane in 

message ten. Thus, these pattems reveal many student-to-student interactions. 

Intermessage Analysis, Technical Writing, 
Teacher 1, WebBoard 

What is most interesting about this part of the analysis is that there is an almost equal 

number of assertions and clarification-elaborations (Table 5.11 below). Thus, for the 

most part, the students support their ideas. This would be expected given the large word 

count in each contribution. 
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Table 5,11 Intermessage Analysis, Overall 
Numbers and Percentages, Technical 
Writing, Teacher 1, WebBoard 

Categories 
Questions 
Flames 
Evaluations 
Topic Initiations 
Assertions 
Acknowledgments 
Off-Task Clauses 
Qualifications 
Definitions 
Clarification-Elaborations 

# 

2 
0 
0 
4 
38 
0 
0 
0 
0 
33 

% 

3 
0 
0 
5 

49 
0 
0 
0 
0 

43 

Analysis of Topic Initiations, Specific Breakdown, 
Technical Writing. Teacher 1. WebBoard 

The students did not address each other directiy much. In fact, there was only one 

student-to-student direct address in this WebBoard thread, and it was not a topic 

initiation. Thus, the students addressed one another formally; they referenced one 

another, but when they asked questions, they posed them to the entire group, and when 

statements were a part of the initiating prompts, they were also made to the entire group 

(Table 5.12 below). But, contrary to the findings of the Ahem, Peck, and Laycock (1992) 

study, this discussion was extremely interactive. 
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Table 5,12 Analysis of Topic Initiations, Specific 
Breakdown, Technical Writing, Teacher 1, 
WebBoard 

Clause 
Type 

FS 
FQ 
CS 
CQ 

Total # 

0 
0 

%of 
Total 

40 
60 
0 
0 

# Teacher 
0 
0 
0 
0 

% 

Teacher 
0 
0 
0 
0 

# student 

N/A 
N/A 

% 

Student 
40 
60 

N/A 
N/A 

Analysis of Student Message Support, Technical 
Writing, Teacher 1, WebBoard 

The findings in this part of the study did not support the Ahem, Peck, and Laycock 

(1992) study either. Even though the initiating prompts were formal, 90% of the 

messages in this discussion were supported (Table 5.13 below). Of course, these findings 

could have been affected by the absence of the teacher. The Ahern, Peck, and Laycock 

study specified that the topic initiations would be entered by a teacher. They did not 

speculate about student initiations, hiterestingly, though, including support for one's 

ideas was not a requirement of the assignment. The students included a great deal of 

support through their own initiative. 

Table 5.13 Analysis of Student Message Support, 
Technical Writing, Teacher 1, WebBoard 

Message Type 
Supported 
Unsupported 
Not Applicable 

# 

0 

% 

90 
\0_ 
0 
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Thus, the coding analyses point to a highly dialogic, and of course, student-centered 

discussion. Even though the teacher in this class assigned the intellectual and social 

aspects of her moderating role to the students, she did provide an extensive organizational 

role. The syllabus was quite detailed, and it laid out the online discussion requirements 

fairly clearly. These discussion requirements probably influenced the dialogic nature of 

the students' contributions. Students were required to contribute at least one message to 

WebBoard every class day. Further, the students placed themselves in discussion groups, 

and one group was responsible for a discussion prompt each class day. These 

contributions were worth 20% of the overall grade, which is a relatively large amount and 

most likely indicated the importance placed on those discussions by the teacher. She 

explained that the WebBoard contributions would be evaluated by a check/no check 

system: 

If you have posted interesting, relevant, conversation and thought-provoking 
prompts to WebBoard on your assigned days, and if you have responded as 
explained you should below, and you have done both of those things on time, you 
will receive a check for credit that represents an A+ for the day. If you have not 
met this criteria, you will receive a check minus that represents a 0 for the day. 

Under the heading "Student Responsibilities Regarding WebBoard and Class 

Attendance," the teacher wrote: 

• Each student is responsible for finding a partner in the class to work with for 
the rest of the semester. If there is an odd number of students, there may be 
three people in a group. Each pair or triad in the class will share the 
responsibility of posting one or two discussion prompts on WebBoard each 
day, A calendar of which pair or triad is responsible for which class day will 
be made on the first class day. 

• The discussion prompts must be related to the type of document on which the 
class is currentiy working, and they must be designed to elicit discussion. 
Thus, simply yes/no prompts will not work. Although the prompts ideally 
should relate to the issues discussed in the textbook and the assignment from 
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the syllabus, students may also wish to discuss related issues prompted by 
ideas from the book, 

• Each student, even the ones responsible for the discussion prompts for the 
day, are responsible for responding to each prompt posted everyday. The 
prompts for, for example, July 10, will be posted by July 10 at 11:30 am 
[11:30 was the class meeting time], and each student must reply to those 
prompts by 11:30 am on July 11, and so on for each day. 

• When responding to a prompt, you must read what all the others in class have 
posted so far so that you do not simply repeat what someone else has already 
posted. You should consider these WebBoard discussions as similar to face-
to-face discussions in that you would not repeat what someone else has 
already said. Instead, you would extend the point in some way or bring up a 
related or new point. 

In addition, the teacher did post regular weekly reminders conceming which groups 

would be responsible for the discussion prompts on which days. Thus, the teacher did 

carry out her organizational role relatively well, although she did not outline a required 

posting length, for example, or a requirement that students explain their points through 

adequate support. The teacher laid out the requirements for the prompt in great detail, 

but then she did not explain expectations for the responses in equal detail. The students, 

though, contributed a great deal in each message and supported their ideas adequately, 

even without that prompting. Perhaps the fact that those responses were worth 20% of 

the course grade influenced their quality. 

The teacher, however, totally relegated the intellectual aspect of the moderating role to 

the students. The students did a fairly good job. The teacher required them to read one 

another's posts and then extend a point entered by one of the other students, or bring up a 

related or new point. Thus, the teacher used the organizational role to explain the 

students' responsibility for the intellectual role. But the discussions would have been 

much more effective with a teacher to highlight important issues and steer students away 

from ideas that were just not right. In addition, one problem with the students' 
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intellectual role was related to the organizational. The students only had to enter one 

prompt per day; thus, they only had to read the messages that had already been entered to 

satisfy the assignment requirements. As a result, the students who contributed early did 

not see the later constmcted knowledge, so the discussion was probably of little 

pedagogical value to them. For example, Robert, in the initiating prompt, asked his 

question in a confusing way. Although he asked when the cost of preparing a proposal 

might become too high, he did not mean "cost" as a monetary term; he meant it in terms 

of time and effort. But Jennika, in the very next message, argued that monetary cost did 

not have anything to do with writing a proposal—that the whole purpose of writing the 

proposal was to get money, Catherine, in message three, was influenced by Jennika, and 

agreed with her. She added that proposals should be "short, sweet, and to the point"— 

just long enough and detailed enough for the evaluator to decide whether or not to accept 

it. The next student, in message four, was also influenced by Jennika, and argued that it 

is not likely that writing a proposal would require a lot of money. This student added the 

beginning of the idea of audience consideration, though, to Jennika and Catherine's 

message, although it was not articulated as clearly as it was later on. This student 

happened to work in highway constmction, and he used the state of Texas as a possible 

audience, and he was trying to explain that as a contractor, his firm had written many 

proposals to get work in the highway constmction business, and that as a result, they did 

not have to conduct much research anymore. They essentially had a template for their 

proposals. However, he acknowledges the possibility of having to conduct research in 

the absence of such prior knowledge and experience: 

219 



Assuming you work as a contractor for highway constmction and the state of 
Texas is seeking a highway contractor you will likely not need to conduct 
extensive research in order to write a proposal. If you are proposing a bicycle 
lane be installed on your campus, you'll need to do some calling,,,,In any case it 
is doubtful that large sums of money need to be spent,,,. 

Message five is largely like the previous, but in message seven, Amanda questions the 

other students' interpretations of the term "cost," and in message seven, Robert, the 

student who wrote the initiating prompt, explained that the students had, in fact, 

misunderstood him. He explained what he meant, and added an extensive argument for a 

thoroughly researched and detailed proposal. In part, he wrote: "In my line of work, lack 

of thought proves costly (meaning the project fails or goes well over budget because of 

significant alterations that must be made late due to poor planning)." The rest of the 

messages in the exchange were influenced by Robert's post, and essentially summarized 

him, except for Brandie's message nine, which more clearly articulated the importance of 

considering one's audience: "In order to cover a proposal, you need to view all aspects 

of the situation and first decide who your audience is...." So the students did build 

knowledge in this exchange, but it is doubtful that all the students benefited from this 

knowledge because they only had to log on to the discussion and contribute once a day. 

Thus, Jennika, Catherine, Michael, and Adam probably never even knew that they 

misunderstood the question. Further, since Michael did not articulate his message very 

well, and Brandie's message came so late in the discussion, the vital point about the 

importance of audience analysis was probably lost. The students needed a teacher to take 

on the intellectual aspect of the moderating role to make sure that important points like 

that were highlighted, and the teacher needed to make sure that all the students benefited 
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from the knowledge constmcted in the entire discussion by altering the discussion 

assignment. 

The above analysis also shows that the students constmcted a dialectical relationship 

with one another, which was conducive to dialogicality. The students engaged in 

civilized debate about the issues, and the students participated in an egalitarian way. 

None of the students had any more power over the others, especially since they took tums 

entering the discussion prompts. Thus, although there was no evidence of the teacher or 

the students taking on the social aspects of the moderating role, the students were 

evidently comfortable participating—they all participated; they all interacted with at least 

one other student, and they all contributed a great deal, in terms of content, in each 

message. 

So, while the teacher in this exchange fairly successfully carried out the organizational 

aspect of the moderating role, which resulted in a relatively dialogic WebBoard 

discussion, the teacher's relegation of her intellecmal role to the students hindered the 

discussion's potential. 

Conclusion 

The analysis presented in this chapter seems to highlight the interdependence of the 

elements discussed here that make up each online discussion. Problems in the execution 

of one aspect of the moderating role, for example, seem to have negative repercussions 

for the entire exchange. It appears to be difficult to make up for shortcomings in one area 

by mediating in another. Further, discussion patteming seems to be just one more 

element in the complex, interdependent mix making up the online discussion 
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environment. Moderating actions and interiocutor relationships, for example, help to 

create those pattems. In addition, it is not clear that remediated IRE pattems are always 

hindrances to student interaction. Although remediated IRE pattems happened to occur 

in those discussions with low dialogicality and ineffective organization, that does not 

mean, necessarily, that the pattems themselves cannot be used in different, more 

productive ways. Finally, teacher style, as defined by the strand in educational research 

begun by Mehan (1979) and Cazden (1986) and appropriated in the present study from 

Ahem, Peck, and Laycock (1992), seems to be limiting. Thus, the discussion of teacher 

style was expanded in this study to encompass the three aspects of the teacher's 

moderating role, the organizational, the social, and the intellectual, as well as the ways 

that the teacher contributes to the constmction of the interlocutor relationships between 

herself and the students. The next chapter, which serves as the conclusion to the present 

study, will discuss these findings in terms of the overarching dissertation question, how 

should teachers facilitate online discussions as effectively as possible? 
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CHAPTER VI 

CONCLUSIONS AND IMPLICATIONS FOR 

FURTHER RESEARCH 

Teachers, as the literature in computers and writing and distance education suggests, 

are in the process of remediating their methods for the digital environment-this 

remediation involves rethinking those methods creatively in relation to the possibilities 

enabled by technology. This dissertation focuses on one aspect of that creative process, 

the work to discover the best ways to facilitate whole class discussion, a key knowledge-

building activity, online. Compositionists hold online discussions, for a few examples 

among many, to support the invention process and to foster critical thinking about writing 

issues and techniques such as audience awareness, organization, focus, clarity, and the 

ethical responsibility accompanying rhetorical skill. Essentially, the goal of class 

discussion is the group constmction of knowledge. The possible benefits of holding 

discussions online as opposed to face-to-face include increased student participation, 

interaction, and creativity, immersion in writing, and access to discussion transcripts for 

study and analysis. Distance educators also hold online discussions as important 

components of their interactive pedagogies. The present study began with one 

overarching question: how can teachers facilitate online discussion as effectively as 

possible? 
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Results 

In an effort to answer that question, the online discussions in five writing classes were 

studied in terms of six sub-questions. The first was, which online discussions are the 

most dialogic? Since the goal of all class discussion is group knowledge-making, 

measuring dialogicality as a way of assessing the relative productivity of the discussions 

was thought to be an important first step. Once that question was answered, it was hoped 

that an analysis of the characteristics of those discussions with differing degrees of 

dialogicality would provide revealing clues to answers to the overarching question. The 

next question was: How does online discourse pattem? Many compositionists (Barker 

and Kemp, 1990; Faigley, 1990; Cooper & Selfe, 1990; Eldred, 1991; O'Brien, 1994; 

Buriey, 1998) cite as one of the benefits of online discussion the possibility to break away 

from teacher-centered pattems of discourse such as the initiate-respond-evaluate pattem 

wherein a teacher asks a question, chooses a student to answer, and then, once the student 

has answered, evaluates that answer. In the face-to-face environment, it is difficult to 

have an orderly class discussion without the teacher managing the tum-taking procedures 

in such a way. In the online environment, however, the computer can help mediate tums 

so that everyone can participate at once. As a result, online discussions can potentially 

foster more student participation and more student-to-smdent interaction than is possible 

face-to-face and thus, more knowledge-making. The second sub-question, then, was 

designed to discover the nature of the pattems made possible by the online environment, 

especially in relation to the first sub-question—which discussions are the most dialogic? 
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It is Possible to Have both Student-Centered and 
Teacher-Centered Online Discussions 

The analysis in Chapter IV showed that the discussions with the highest degree of 

dialogicality were those that fell into a combination of the star, linear, and altemating 

initiate-respond pattems. These pattems were more student-centered than the IRE pattem, 

so analysis of the five classes in the present study indicates that online discussions can 

foster student-centered pattems of discourse that break away from the common IRE face-

to-face pattem. The star pattem occurs when a group of students reply to one message; 

the linear pattem occurs when student two replies to student one, and student three replies 

to student two, and so on, and the altemating initiate-respond pattem takes place when 

one or more interlocutors take tums initiating and responding to one another's messages 

in a series of two-part moves without an intervening teacher-authored evaluating move. 

Those discussions that were the least dialogic fell into one or more remediations of the 

common IRE pattem. Thus, it is possible to hold teacher-centered discussions online, 

despite the potential offered by mediating technologies, although these discussions were 

remediated versions—pattems that do hearken back to traditional, face-to-face 

discussions, but that also appear refashioned according to the possibilities enabled by the 

different digital environment. One of these remediations cons ists of a teacher question 

followed by a series of student answers, and then a teacher rer-ponse in evaluation of all 

those messages at once, A second remediated IRE pattem occjrs when a teacher asks a 

question, a series of students answer, and then a teacher comes back in separate third 

moves to evaluate each student individually. In a third remediation of the IRE pattem, a 

teacher asks a question, a group of students respond, and then the teacher, in a series of 
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separate messages, keeps the IRE sequence open by negatively evaluating the students' 

messages individually and asking, at the same time, for some kind of change in the 

original answer. 

Elements of Online Discussion are 
Complex and Interdependent 

The answers to the first two sub-questions, though, is more complicated than a 

suggestion that teachers avoid replicating a version of the IRE pattem online, as analysis 

in Chapter V indicated. Other elements at work in online discussions affect the nature of 

the discourse, as well, and they all play a part in the productivity of that discourse. For 

example, the teacher plays a moderating role in online discussions, and this moderating 

role has three parts, according to distance educator Morton Flate Paulsen (1995), the 

organizational role, the social role, and the intellectual role, A teacher may or may not 

fulfill all of these roles effectively, and problems carrying out one or more of these roles 

appears, from the analysis of the transcripts in the present study, to affect a class 

discussion as a whole. In addition, the teacher and the students, together, constmct 

interlocutor relationships that also affect the nature of class discussion. Students and 

teacher can constmct one or a combination of Berzsenyi's (1999) agonistic, hierarchical, 

dialectical, or empathetic relationships. A dialectical relationship, as defined by 

Berzsenyi, would be the most likely to support high degrees of dialogicality. Agonistic 

relationships are too conflicted to be very productive. The participants are too busy 

insulting each other to get much else done. Hierarchical relationships indicate that some 

students are not actively participating because the nature of a hierarchical relationship is 
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such that there are one or one group of active participants with other relatively passive 

participants. The passive students, then, would not be very active constmctors of 

knowledge. Dialectical relationships consist of active participants engaged in mutual 

inquiry in a primarily supportive environment. Since all of the participants are active, 

and they relate to one another in primarily horizontal as opposed to hierarchical ways, 

and the environment is largely supportive, students can be highly productive. As 

mentioned above, this relationship appears to be the most conducive to the kinds of 

interactions desired by teachers holding class discussions. Empathetic relationships also 

consist of active participants engaged in inquiry, but the primary goal in such 

relationships is not the constmction of knowledge but peace, agreement, and support. 

Thus, important intellectual disagreements and negotiations may be sublimated to the 

greater goal of peace in these relationships. The teacher's moderating role seems to 

interrelate with the relationships constmcted, as well. For example, problems carrying 

out the organizational role were observed in two classes to promote primarily hierarchical 

relationships between the teacher and students. In one class, the purpose and procedures 

for initiating discussion regarding the beginning prompt were unclear; the students, as a 

result, seemed to be unsure about how to proceed or uninterested in participating, or both, 

so their contributions were relatively passive, being characterized by only cursory 

attempts at discussion. The teacher, then, tried to make up for the problems in the 

initiating prompt by using the intellectual aspect of his moderating role to try to draw the 

students out and help them participate as he expected them to. Thus, he was the most 

active participant in the exchange, and the students were relatively passive and 

unparticipating. They had constmcted a hierarchical relationship, influenced by the 
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ineffective execution of the teacher's organizational role. These factors, in tum, 

influenced the discussion pattems, which were teacher-centered and remediations of the 

IRE discussion pattem. These complex factors also seemed to affect the relative 

productivity of the discussion; the discussion was largely unproductive, or lacking in 

dialogicality, which is not surprising given the teacher-centered discussion pattems and 

the hierarchical relationship between teacher and students. Problems related to one 

element, such as the organizational role in the previous example, seemed to ripple 

outward to affect other elements of the discussion, which work interdependently. 

Style, as defined by Ahem, Peck, and Laycock, 
Does not Affect Amount of Student Interaction 

or Student Message Support 

Answers to the last four sub-questions factor in here, as well. The last four questions 

are: 

• Does the style of teacher messages affect the amount of student interaction? 

• Does the style of teacher messages affect the amount of student message support? 

• Does the style of the initiating message affect the amount of student interaction? 

• Does the style of the initiating message affect the amount of student message 

support? 

These questions were based on the study conducted by educational researchers Ahem, 

Peck, and Laycock (1992). Style, as defined in their study, appeared to be too limiting, as 

the definition essentially came down to whether the teacher addressed students as a group 

or individually. The results of this part of the present study indicated that a 

conversational style, which involves teachers addressing students individually instead of 
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as a group, did not affect student participation, interaction, or student message support, as 

the previous researchers hypothesized and found in their own study, h seems that style 

involves more than audience, whether one or the group. It encompasses all of the 

elements included in this study, the three aspects of the teacher's moderating role, and the 

relationship constmcted with the students, as well. 

In Facilitating Online Discussions, Teachers 
Should Stay Attuned to the Ways the 

Various Elements of the Online 
Environment Interact 

Answers to these sub-questions, then, suggest, in terms of the overarching research 

question, how can teachers facilitate online discussion as effectively as possible, that 

teachers pay attention to the ways that the three parts of their moderating role, the 

organizational, social, and intellectual, as well as the relationship they constmct with 

their students, either agonistic, hierarchical, dialectical, or empathetic, or some 

combination of the above, interact to affect the nature of their discussions. Analysis of 

the transcripts analyzed indicated that problems in carrying out one part of the teacher's 

moderating role, for example, rippled outward to affect negatively other elements of the 

discussion, as well. The elements discussed in the present study appear to be quite 

interrelated and interdependent. The neglect of one affects others. For a simplified and 

condensed example from Chapter V, one of the teachers in the study, in one of the 

transcripts, did not enter a prompt appropriate for discussion. Answers to the prompt 

included too many objective, right or wrong responses; there was not enough room for 

discussion. If an answer is simply wrong, for example, there is not much to discuss. This 
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problem was an organizational one, and it affected other elements discussed in the 

present study, as well. For example, the students did not interact much because there was 

not much to interact about. Thus, the discussion pattems were quite teacher-centered. As 

a result, the students probably did not collectively constmct much knowledge, as the 

relatively low measure of dialogicality indicated. In another condensed example, the 

teacher carried out part of the organizational role very well, by outiining her expectations 

for the students' responsibility for the discussion prompts each class day, as well as the 

intellectual role they were to take on in place of herself One group of students was to 

initiate discussion each day. Then, the students were to read all the messages entered at 

the point of their log-on, and either expand on a point already entered or bring up a new 

point. They only had to log on and contribute one message per day. The students did 

their part well, but the teacher failed to make sure, as she outlined her expectations for the 

discussions, that each one of the students benefited from all of the group constmcted 

knowledge. Thus, the students who logged on and contributed early did not know about 

the new and expanded points later entered or the negotiations hammered out after a series 

of disagreements. In addition, while the teacher tried to specify the intellectual role that 

her students would take on, it is unclear whether or not the students were able to identify 

the important ideas in the discussion—in short, it is unclear whether or not the students 

knew which aspects of their constmcted knowledge were useful and important and which 

were not. The teacher needed to take on that intellectual role so that she could highlight 

important ideas and help students explore them further. Thus, problems in the 

organizational aspect of the teacher's moderating role negatively affected her intellectual 

role, which probably negatively affected the real dialogicality of the discussions. The 
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measure of dialogicality was high in this transcript, but it is doubtiul that many of the 

students got much out of the ideas they created since they did not read or participate in 

the entire discussions. And finally, there was the teacher who seemed to fulfill all of the 

aspects of his moderating role well, and he and his students also constmcted the 

productive dialectical relationship conducive to group knowledge-making. Before any of 

the online discussions began, this teacher outiined, in the syllabus, all of his expectations 

for those discussions. He also explained the importance of the discussions in terms of the 

students' overall grade and learning process. The nature of the discussion prompts, too, 

helped to ensure good discussion. The students responded to their own creative works-

in-progress or published short stories. There is a lot of room for disagreement and 

debate—good discussion potential, in responding to creative writing. Thus, the 

organizational role was fulfilled from the very beginning; the teacher explained what the 

students were supposed to do, how they were supposed to do them, and why those things 

were important to them in terms of their grade and their leaming in the course. The 

teacher fulfilled the organizational role so well that the students kicked off the 

discussions themselves; they knew exactiy what to do, and the teacher, then, used his 

intellectual and social roles to highlight important issues that the students brought up or 

had not yet thought of, prompted fu.ther exploration of those issues, and made the online 

environment comfortable for participation. The students responded to the teacher's 

prompts as well as one another's ideas. They were highly participatory and interactive, 

which created student-centered discussion pattems and a high measure of dialogicality. 

There was real evidence of the products of that dialogicality, too, in the students' own 

discussion threads and the response of the writer, who summed up the ideas that would be 
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useful to her revision process at the end of the exchange. Thus, it is important for 

teachers to pay close attention to each aspect of their moderating role, as well as the 

relationship they constmct with their students. Each one of these elements is 

interdependent, and attention to one may positively affect the others, and vice versa. 

While the results of this study do not include an exhaustive definition of effective class 

discussion, they do help to define it by pointing to examples that are not effective. The 

results of the present study are suggestive for others who plan to design similar courses, 

but the results cannot be generalized because the present study is qualitative and thus not 

statistically generalizable. However, the isolation, description, and analysis of specific 

elements in online discussions, as well as the explanation of how those elements work 

interdependently, can serve as useful considerations for teachers as they engage in their 

own creative work remediating their methods for the online environment. 

Limitations of the Study and Further Commentary Regarding the Findings 

This study has gone through several transformations over the past year or so. When I 

first began the study, I was primarily influenced by the research of compositionists Hull, 

Rose, Fraser and Castellano, who had studied the discourse of a composition course for 

a semester and found that the pattem of interaction fell into the traditional initiate-

respond-evaluate pattem. They argued that the teacher was quite rigid in her insistence 

on the students following this pattem, and one of the students, who had told the 

researchers at the beginning of the course that she loved to write and had even written a 

novel in high school, was not able to catch on to her role in the pattem. In other words, 

instead of answering the teacher's question when she was chosen, she would try to 
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continue previous topics, or initiate new topics before the teacher was finished with the 

present, or answer out of tum. The teacher, using the IRE pattem, spent quite a bit of 

time then, either ignoring her or squelching her contributions. The researchers argue 

that it was the teacher's insistence on the IRE pattem and the student's failure to fit into 

this pattem that caused her to conclude, at the end of the semester, that she was not a 

good writer after all. I wondered, after reading this research, what kinds of pattems 

might be found in online discussions and what they might have to do with leaming. 

When I began analyzing the data, however, what I found in the online environment was 

not nearly as clear-cut as the off-line traditional IRE pattem. When students and teacher 

hold discussion online, tum-taking isn't necessary. What results, oftentimes, is a 

complex criss-crossing of micro-interactions that looks much like a knot when mapped 

visually. I did find the star, linear, and altemating initiate-respond pattems, but even 

these were relatively short sequences embedded in larger knots. And I did find 

remediated versions of the IRE pattem, but these pattems seemed to be a result of 

problems with one aspect or another of the teacher's moderating role, as explained 

above. The pattems, in short, were less informative than I thought they would be, and 

much of the discourse did not seem to pattem at all. The factors relating to the teacher's 

moderating role, such as the kind of questions that were asked at the beginning of the 

discussion and the kinds of preparations the teacher had made before the discussions 

began regarding informing students of her expectations, for example, seemed to be more 

important. It was after I analyzed the data that I added Paulsen's breakdown of the 

teacher's moderating role and Berzsenyi's continuum, and those methods helped me 

pinpoint those aspects of the online discussions that seemed to influence their success 
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the most, and these findings supported many of those found in other distance education 

studies. For example, it is important to ask questions that tmly invite discussion and it is 

important for the teacher to lay out her expectations for the discussion so students will 

know exactly how to proceed, and it is important for the teacher to use the intellectual 

aspect of the moderating role to highlight important issues and summarize contributions 

in a way that will draw important themes together and invite further exploration. These 

are findings discussed often in distance education literature. 

This research study, then, contributes two things to the field. The first is that tum-

taking procedures are unnecessary in online discourse, so an analysis of online 

patteming is not useful. The necessity for the IRE pattem in traditional classrooms is a 

matter of face-to-face class management that is simply not present in the digital 

environment. The second contribution is an extremely detailed description of online 

discussions in the writing class environment. These examples will illustrate examples of 

the ways that different problems with, for example, the teacher's moderating role, can 

affect other elements of the discussion. 

As I continue to work on this project, I will discard some of the initial coding 

methods, as some of them yielded data that was too formalistic to be very useful. First, 

the intermessage reference analysis and the initiate-respond pattem analysis, which were 

both used, in part, to determine dialogicality, were useful, but not as useful I thought 

they would be. It is important to determine, for example, how interactive the students 

are, because teachers want students to interact with one another to create knowledge, and 

these two coding methods did help me, as a researcher, to sort out those interactions or 

lack of. However, the results of these methods do not indicate knowledge-building and 
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resulting leaming, dialogicality, in any convincing way. So in the continuation of this 

project, I will keep these two methods, but I will not try to argue that they indicate 

dialogicality; I will simply use the results as indications of interactivity. The results will 

answer the following questions: Did the students interact with one another or not? If so, 

how much? The next coding level, the intermessage analysis, was really only important 

when I was trying to sort out the pattems in the discourse and decide which third moves 

were actually evaluating moves and which were not. Since I won't be focusing on 

patteming in quite the same way, I don't think this coding level will be of further use. 

The next two levels included an analysis of style as defined by Ahem, Peck, and 

Laycock, and as discussed above, this definition was too limited, so these two coding 

levels will be discarded as well. Some version of the last coding level, which analyzed 

student messages for support, might be useful, so a revised version of it will probably be 

included in the continued project. There should be some way to discuss substantive 

versus superficial student discourse. Online discussion might be highly interactive, but 

it also might be quite superficial. Thus, a version of this last coding level would be of 

use in terms of that kind of analysis, I will continue to use Paulsen's breakdown of the 

teacher's moderating role and Berzsenyi's Continuum of Interlocutor Relationships as I 

analyze more online discussion transcripts. These two methods of analysis will allow 

me to focus on each online contribution in context, and bringing in more samples of 

discussion for analysis should increase the possibility that more teachers will find 

examples relevant to them. In addition, I will look for or develop a means for analyzing 

the effectiveness of various kinds of discussion prompts. As discussed in this 

dissertation, the nature of the online discussion seemed to depend a great deal on the 
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kinds of questions teachers asked. Thus, I am interested in bringing in more online 

discussion samples with more question examples to analyze. And finally, on the basis of 

the expanded analysis, I will write sample discussion prompts for teachers to use in their 

own writing classes. These prompts will be organized in according to issues students 

must deal with during the various stages of the writing process. 

Implications for Further Research 

The final argument of the present study concems the importance of what will be 

called situated action research. While the recommendations offered by the present study 

might be useful in a general way, the illustrations leading to those recommendations 

come from separate and unique contexts. The analysis of each class, in other words, is 

situated. If these analyses had taken place as the classes were progressing, specific 

changes could have been made to improve the online discussions in each class. It is the 

argument of the last part of this chapter, then, that teachers, especially while they are still 

engaged in the creative process of remediating their methods for the digital environment, 

should conduct research projects designed to improve their methods before the class 

under study is over, or situated action research. This same kind of idea has been 

presented before, but for different reasons. For example, compositionist Helen 

Rothschild Ewald (1993) argues that teachers should begin to consider and write about 

the ways that they handle ethical dilemmas in the classroom. She explains that each 

ethical dilemma and response to it will be uniquely situated, as both dilemma and 

response arise in different classroom contexts. She frames her argument by using 

Bakhtin's concept of answerability, which, Ewald explains, has both dialogic and ethical 
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implications. Answerability refers to the way that language is simated in a context and 

responsive to an audience within that context; these are the dialogical implications of 

answerability, Dialogism, in review, describes the way that utterances both respond to 

those that came eariier and presuppose those that will come later. Thus, all utterances are 

linked in what Bakhtin calls a chain of meaning, with each utterance building creatively 

from the eariier (1981, p. 346), In addition, answerability refers to the responsibility of 

the speaker to make her responses ethical. Ewald explains that teachers should think 

about their classes in terms of answerability, which means, in part, that they should think 

about their ethical obligations to the students, their situated audience. One characteristic 

of ethical response is that it acknowledges the needs of the audience. Thus, one way to 

respond to students ethically in terms of composition pedagogy, Ewald suggests, might 

be to include them "...in mutual planning of course strategies or in joint investigation 

into various issues" (p. 345), Students, then, would be a part of a discussion, along with 

the teacher, that would result in, for example, a class wide plan for course procedures and 

content. Thus, Ewald argues for teachers to think about their ethical obligations to their 

students in each class and then to fulfill those situated obligations as they arise. This 

suggestion is similar to the present study's situated action research in that both plans 

involve situated analyses of individual classroom environments for the purpose of 

improving those specific classes, 

Similariy, Gmber (1995) argues that teachers should involve students in planning a 

course's goals and objectives, and teachers should also engage students in an ongoing 

discussion about the way the course is progressing so that together, teachers and students 

can work out those problems before they get out of hand. Gmber explains that her 
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teachers hoped that supplementing her graduate course with synchronous and 

asynchronous online discussions would provide a place for students to make use of their 

voices and past experiences in an active effort to constmct knowledge for themselves. 

They did not, however, provide any explanations for how to go about this kind of active 

learning. They did not, in short, fulfill their organizational role by explaining what to do, 

how to do it, and why they should do it. Neither did the teachers make use of their social 

role to make participating online comfortable for the students. Students, for the most 

part, were uncomfortable with the technology and afraid of voicing their opinions online 

for everyone to scmtinize. Finally, the teachers did not fulfill their intellectual role by 

guiding the discussions, pointing out important ideas, and prompting further exploration 

of those ideas. The students were left on their own because the teachers thought that the 

use of the technology would be enough to foster the kind of active pedagogy they 

envisioned. This was a disaster, however, because while technology enables many 

opportunities for active leaming, those opportunities have to be designed beforehand and 

then nurtured while they are taking place. In order to avoid the same kinds of problems 

in future courses, Gmber recommends implementing dialogical action, which includes 

involving students in a discussion conceming the goals and objectives of the class, 

specifying the value of the students' online participation, and engaging in an ongoing 

dialogue about the problems experienced in the course as it progresses for the purpose of 

fixing them as they arise, Gmber's dialogical action is similar to the present study's 

situated action research in that one of the goals in both plans is to have teacher and 

students work through problems as soon as possible so that productive leaming can take 

place in that class, 
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Taylor (1997) also argues for teachers to assess problems in each class for the purpose 

of creating situated plans of action, Taylor, however, discusses race relations specifically. 

He explains that networked classrooms are uniquely stmctured to highlight the extra-

linguistic cues produced by their Black students. He argues that teachers should analyze 

these cues for the purpose of creating appropriate methods to facilitate their leaming. He 

explains that Black experience is not universal, that Black students have unique responses 

to the discrimination they face every day, and that if those students are experiencing 

problems in the networked class, teachers may be able to analyze their extra-linguistic 

cues to discover those problems, as well as ways to combat them. Thus, in this article as 

well, Taylor argues for teachers to analyze the unique contexts of every class for the 

purpose of solving problems for the students who are experiencing them, not for 

hypothetical students who may experience the same kinds of problems in later courses. 

Liberatory pedagogist Paolo Freire (1970), who coined the much discussed phrase the 

banking concept of education, also advocates something similar to the present study's 

situated action research, Freire argues against the kind of objective rhetoric that Berlin 

(1987) describes in Rhetoric and Reality. Objective rhetoric is based on a positivist 

epistemology, a belief that reality exists in the material world and that it is perceived 

through the senses or the scientific method (p. 7). In this view, language is used to 

describe reality clearly so that the reader can perceive it through his/her own senses. 

Language is used to convey knowledge, in other words, not to create it. Thus, teachers 

who base their pedagogies on a positivist epistemology believe that they should convey 

knowledge to students, for example, through their lectures. Freire calls this kind of 

pedagogy the banJcing concept of education (pp. 58-59): 
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In the banking concept of education, knowledge is a gift bestowed by those who 
consider themselves knowledgeable upon those whom they consider to know 
nothing. Projecting an absolute ignorance onto others, characteristic of the 
ideology of oppression, negates education and knowledge as processes of inquiry. 
The teacher presents himself to his students as their necessary opposite; by 
considering their ignorance absolute, he justifies his own existence. 

Thus, Freire considers the banking concept of education to be not only a pedagogy based 

on a simplistic, misguided epistemology, but also a method used to propagate 

oppression. Freire works to educate people in third world countries; his goal is to help 

his students recognize the ways they are oppressed so that they can move toward 

freedom. He calls this process consientizacao (p, 19). He explains that the banking 

concept of education, used in the classroom, teaches students that knowledge is not 

created, but given, and non-negotiable. Freire writes that as a result, when teachers 

present an oppressive ideology for the students to accept, students do not know that it 

can be questioned and countered. Freire argues for an active pedagogy based on a social 

epistemology. He explains that "knowledge emerges only through invention and re

invention, through the restless, impatient, continuing, hopeful inquiry men pursue in the 

world, with the world, and with each other" (p. 58). He calls his active pedagogy 

problem-posing education (p, 72), He explains that teachers should help students 

discover the socially-negotiated nature of knowledge by analyzing their environment 

and pinpointing what he calls limit-situations, which are the oppressive elements in that 

environment. Once teachers have identified those limit-situations, he explains that they 

should have students work together to come up with limit-acts, which are those actions 

people can take to counter limit-situations (pp, 89-92), In short, Freire believes that 

teachers should analyze their particular students, in context, in order to come up with 
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appropriate teaching methods. This idea is similar to the present study's situated 

research in that they both argue for situated classroom analyses. Freire's ideas have 

influenced some influential American teacher/researchers, as well, such as Ira Shor 

(1992) and Stanley Aronowitz (1985). 

Such situated action research is especially important in light of the virtually limitless 

variations and combinations of variations present in each course. Situated action research 

would highlight the specific problems present in particular courses with particular 

variations so that teachers could then create solutions immediately for students who could 

profit from them immediately. Each class is a unique and complex system that varies 

from others in terms of its content, pedagogy, teachers, students, course materials, 

attitudes, personalities, time of day held, geographic location, technology available, and 

on and on. In addition, courses sometimes vary in unexpected ways, causing teaching 

plans and methods to go awry. For example, Romano (1993) found that she could not 

predict the ways that her Hispanic students would react to her encouragement to "speak 

as" Hispanic students. They refused to take on the identity she constmcted for them, and 

their online discussions, as a result, did not measure up to her expectations, which were 

that those students would counter stereotypes and help to complicate other students' ideas 

about being Mexican-American, Her students' reactions in that particular class varied 

from her expectations, and there is no way that she could predict the reactions of students 

in other classes based on the reactions of these. Compositionists Nick Carbone, Margaret 

Daisley, Ed Federenko, Dix McComas, Charles Moran, Dori Ostermiller, and Sherri 

Vanden Akker (1993) discuss variations in teachers. They found that there are multiple 

models for effective teaching in the online environment. They argue that teacher-training 
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programs should not present one model of what "good" teachers do in networked 

classrooms, but perhaps a range of models that shows how teachers have integrated and 

also changed their face-to-face methods to teach successfully. They argue that there are 

too many variations in teacher style to be able to advocate just one model, that these 

styles 

., .are a function of who we are, and who we are is function of at least these 
interrelated factors: our race, gender, class, and age; our histories (our personal 
and professional experiences); our physiotypes and psychotypes; our values and 
the resultant pedagogical goals. Further, what we do in a classroom is a function 
of who our students are and who we perceive them to be, (p, 31). 

This article highlights the numerous variations among teachers, and teachers are just one 

of many factors that inevitably vary from class to class, Compositionist Charles Moran 

(1998) discusses variations in teaching environments. He describes his experiences in 

moving from a computer-based teaching environment to a face-to-face environment, and 

he explains that the face-to-face classroom set-up simply made particular teaching 

methods more practical. For example, he began to lecture more because the students 

were all seated in rows looking at him. The environment seemed to focus attention on 

him, and he began to take on a more active role in the classroom. This article emphasizes 

variations in classroom environments and the ways that those variations can affect 

teaching methods, Similariy, Literature and Languages Professor Roxanne Kent-Dmry 

(1998) discusses variations between computer-based and traditional classroom 

environments and the effects of those variations on teacher and student concepts of 

teacher authority and classroom centrality. She argues that computer-based classes 

confuse both teachers and students because teachers are not sure how to or whether or not 

to assert their authority, and students are not sure how to take on their more active role. 
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In addition, students become disoriented in computer-based classes because the Intemet 

seems to expand the walls of the classroom into an unlimited virtual space. She argues 

that teachers and students have to renegotiate their roles in the computer-based classroom 

and that teachers should create assignments to centralize the classroom space. For 

example, she suggests that students constmct a class website to give the online 

component of the class a centralized location. This article focuses on the ways that 

variations in classroom environments change teacher and student roles, as well as class 

assignments, English Professor Helen J. Schwartz, instmctional technologist Christine Y. 

Fitzpatrick, and compositionist Brian A. Huot (1994) highlight variations in technologies 

and their effects on student performance. They conducted a study in which 22 college 

students were asked to respond to heuristic questions conceming plays that had been 

assigned as class reading. The 22 students were divided into two groups. One group 

responded to the questions using a word processor first, and then they responded to the 

same questions using pen and paper. The second group did the same things in reverse 

order. Both groups produced longer, more developed responses using a word processor. 

The researchers argue that the word processing technology allowed the students to write 

in a more unmediated way, that the word processed responses were closer to unmediated 

thought than the pen and paper responses. Regardless, the research points to variations in 

technology that may affect the ways that students respond to class activities. And finally, 

compositionist Michael Palmquist (1993) analyzes the ways that variations in curriculum 

can influence student uses of the same technology. Palmquist conducted a semester long 

observational study of two introductory writing classes. Both courses were taught by the 

same instmctor, and the students in each class received similar instmction in using the 

243 



same technologies. However, in one class, the teacher explained that writing research 

papers involved gathering information about a topic and then conveying that information 

to an audience. In essence, the students were asked to gather specialized information and 

interpret it for a general audience. In the other class, the students were asked to write an 

argument paper to a specialized audience, Palmquist found that the students writing 

informative papers tended to focus, in their synchronous online discussions and online 

peer reviews, on ways to more clearly explain the content, while the students in the other 

class focused more on altemate interpretations of the research or new arguments to use in 

support of their own. In addition, when given the opportunity to interact using 

synchronous discussion, 70% of the students writing the informative papers chose to 

work alone, as compared with 80% of the students in the argument class who chose to 

work together. The students interpreting information for a general audience did not think 

that they had anything to interact about—they were all writing to different audiences 

about different topics. In the other class, however, the students were working from a 

shared collection of articles, so they wanted to work together to hone their arguments. In 

addition, the students in the argument class interacted using e-mail and CECE-Talk 

outside of class an average of 3.1 times each, while the students in the other class only 

interacted outside of class an average of 1,5 times each. The students in each class 

interacted outside of class to discuss their assignments, to set up meeting times, and to 

socialize, Palmquist believes that the difference in frequency of use occurred because the 

students in the argument class felt as if they had more reasons to interact. They were 

using the same material for their assignments and writing to the same audience. The 

students in the other class were using their own material and writing to different 
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audiences, Palmquist explains that the differences in the use of the technologies available 

in the classroom show that variations in curriculum can greatly affect the ways that those 

technologies are used and valued by the students. 

Situated action research would enable teachers to conduct immediately relevant 

research, as well as research that might benefit teachers in similar simations later. The 

present study could have been conducted as situated action research and benefited the 

students in those classes as well as future teachers designing their own online discussion 

assignments. Situated action research projects should be particularly useful now, as 

teachers are working to remediate their methods for the online environment. One 

possible and potentially quite useful situated action research project would be an analysis 

of the online peer response. What are the best ways to train students to respond to others' 

work? What are the best ways to design peer response assignments? What are the 

considerations teachers should make as they write the assignments? Which technologies 

are particularly facilitative of the online peer response? What roles should teachers play 

as they facilitate peer responses? Another useful situated action research project would 

be an analysis of the usefulness and effectiveness of different Intemet capabilities and 

interfaces within online leaming environments as created, for example, using WebCT or 

Courselnfo, What are the characteristics of those environments, for example, that 

students find the easiest and the most difficult to navigate? Which online discussion 

technologies do the students like best and why-the synchronous chats, the asynchronous 

message boards, or e-mail? What kind of discussion prompts are best discussed 

synchronously and which asynchronously, or does it matter? Technology for the 
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classroom is developing rapidly; teachers have much creative remediating work ahead of 

them. 
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