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Abstract: Nowadays, when technology advances at a rapid pace, everything, including university 

studies, needs to adjust to this rapid change. One of the ways in which higher institutions of education 

like universities adapt to these changes is to offer online courses, free or for a tax. These courses are 
becoming increasingly popular worldwide. An important part of these online courses is represented 

by discussion boards, which are an integral and extremely valuable part of such courses. This article 

will analyze the content of these discussion boards to show their usefulness and effectiveness. 
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Nowadays, when technology advances at a rapid pace, everything, including university 

studies, needs to adjust to this rapid change. One of the ways in which in which higher institutions 

of education like universities adapt to these changes is to offer online courses, free or for a tax. 

These courses are becoming increasingly popular worldwide. A quick internet survey shows that 

prestigious universities like Standford offer as many as 185 online courses, Harvard offers no less 

than 157 courses, MIT a staggering 203 courses whereas Microsoft, another important learning 

platform, offers 295 online training courses. It seems the future of learning is happening online. An 

integral and extremely important part of these online courses is represented by discussion boards, 

which are an integral and extremely valuable part of these courses. In this article the authors will 

analyze the content of such discussion boards so as to show their usefulness in the case of these 

online courses. At the beginning of the analysis of the online discussions, research was based on 

the discussion transcripts and it was mainly focused on gathering quantitative data about levels of 

participation (Henri, 1992). However, researchers realized that the information about the number of 

contributions that students made did not help much in evaluating the quality of the interaction 

(Meyer, 2004). Thus, content analysis was used as a technique to make available the information 

contained in transcripts of asynchronous discussion groups. Henri called CMC a ŘŘgold mine of 

information concerning the psycho-social dynamics at work among students, the learning strategies 

adopted, and the acquisition of knowledge and skillsřř (1992, p. 118). Other researchers used the 

transcripts of online discussions to study critical thinking (Bullen, 1997; Newman, Webb, & 

Cochrane, 1995) or the process of the social construction of knowledge (Gunawardena, Carabajal, 

& Lowe, 2001; Gunawardena, Lowe, & Anderson,1997). In this context it is easy to notice that the 

purpose for using content analysis is to reveal information that is not readily available just by 

reading the transcripts. Thus, for this reason, content analysis is still the main method used to 

analyze online discussion.  

The first point of reference for a content analysis is the transcript of the discussion. This 

transcript is read and analyzed and codes using a special classification scheme are assigned to 

certain aspects of the text. The analysis unit is typically the sentence or paragraph. However, 

depending on the length of the online discussion the corresponding analysis can be Ŗdifficult, 

frustrating and time-consumingŗ (Rourke et al, 2001). 
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In time, there have been developed various models for analyzing and interpreting the data in 

online courses. One of the first models to be designed was Henriřs (1992) analysis based on 

categorizing Řmessage unitsř into five dimensions of learning: participation, interaction, social, and 

cognitive and metacognitive. It is important to mention that she divided the cognitive dimension 

into five types of reasoning skills: 1) elementary clarification, 2) in-depth clarification, 3) 

inference, 4) judgment, and 5) strategies. Moreover, Henri pointed out that it is not enough to 

merely examine the skills demonstrated in message content, but rather researchers should look for 

evidence in the level of information processing. Henri sees participation as direct involvement in 

the discussion, therefore the number of posts by an individual or a group are counted. To measure 

interaction, the connections between posts are counted as well. Interaction, as defined by Henri, 

takes place in three steps. First, information is communicated, then an answer is provided for this 

information, and, at the end, a second answer relating back to the first is made. Interactions were 

categorized by the researcher as explicit, implicit or independent. An explicit interaction is where 

one or more ideas refer explicitly to one or more messages. An implicit interaction is where one or 

more messages or ideas do not specifically mention a connection. Independent interactions are 

statements connected to discussion, but which do not respond or comment on it.  

Unlike prior strategies, Henriřs model defined not only the types of skills and interactions 

demonstrated in online postings, but also attempted to qualitatively determine the nature and 

content of online interactions that provide proof of cognitive development and meaningful learning. 

According to several notorious researchers in the field (McKenzie & Murphy, 2000; Marra, 

Moore & Klimczak, 2004; Enriquez, 2009), this model is considered one of the most influential in 

research regarding on-line board discussions  

Henriřs model was also met with considerable criticism especially in connection to her 

definition of interaction, which emphasizes on the connections between posts, rather than on the 

discussion as a whole (Gunawardena, Lowe & Anderson 1997; Marra et al. 2004; Enriquez, 2009). 

Gunawardena, Lowe, and Anderson (1997) proposed a different content analysis model that 

acknowledged Henriřs framework but identified the modelřs basis on a teacher-centered learning 

paradigm as a weakness (DeWever et. al., 2005). Thus, Gunawardenařs model, based on a 

constructivist framework, was designed to identify evidence of knowledge construction. Their 

interaction analysis model (IAM) was developed in an attempt to understand and describe the 

processes of negotiating meaning and knowledge co-construction in a collaborative online 

discussion environment (Gunawardena et al.,1997). The researchers used the transcripts of an 

online discussion to design a model that identified five phases students generally must move 

through while involved in such a debate: 1) sharing and comparing information when observations 

or opinions are being posted; 2) discovery and exploration of disagreement or inconsistency among 

students, a phase when they are asking and answering questions to clarify disagreement, 3) 

negotiation of meaning or knowledge co-construction:negotiating meaning of terms and negotiation 

of the informational weight to be used for various arguments, 4) testing and modification:testing 

the proposed new knowledge against existing cognitive schema or personal experience, 5) wording 

agreement and applications of newly constructed meaning:summarizing agreement and 

metacognitive statements that show the construction of new knowledge (DeWever, et. al, 2005). 

This model has been used in a variety of studies focused on online discussion content analysis 

(Beaudrie, 2000; Kanuka & Anderson, 1998; Marra et. al., 2004), thus making the IAM one of the 

most frequently used online content analysis models currently available (DeWever, et. al, 2005). 

Another model worth mentioning that adds to online discussions a different perspective is 

Anderson et. al (2001) approach. This model develops on teaching presence, one of the three 

elements of the community of inquiry as conceptualized by Rourke et al. (1999), accompanied by 

cognitive and social presence. The researchers understand ŘŘthe function of the teacher as 

consisting of three major roles: first, as designer of the educational experience, including planning 

and administering instruction as well as evaluating and certifying competence; second, as facilitator 
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and co-creator of a social environment conducive to active and successful learning; and finally, as a 

subject matter expert who knows a great deal more than most learners and is thus in a position to 

Řscaffoldř learning experiences by providing direct instructionřř (Anderson et al., 2001, p. 2). These 

three roles, using the original message of the learner as the unit of analysis, represent the basis for 

the IAM model to assess teaching presence. 

There are many more other models that have been developed and which are dealing with a 

large variety of concepts such as critical thinking (Bullen, 1997; Newman et al., 1995); knowledge 

construction (Pena-Shaff and Nicholls, 2004; Veerman and Veldhuis-Diermanse, 2001; Veldhuis-

Diermanse, 2002); cognitive, social, and teaching presence (Garrison et al., 2001; Rourke et al., 

1999); perspective-taking (Jarvela& Hakkinen, 2002); interactional exchange patterns (Fahy et al., 

2001); or learning strategies (Lockhorst et al., 2003). Although all these cases contain elements 

assuming certain theoretical backgrounds, DeWever (2005) notices that not all studies provide a 

clear link between the theory and the instruments they propose. 

It is interesting to notice that the majority of the studies chose complete messages as the 

unit of analysis, and this preference is explained by the Rourkeřs argument that this is the most 

objective identification of units of analysis. Thus, researchers work with the unit as it has been 

originally defined by the author of the message. 

Another important observation is provided by Mazur (2004), who indicated that one of the 

main purposes of analyzing CMC discourse is to understand the extent to which the discourse 

represents the larger socio-culture of the population. If we want to comprehend how an online 

discussion illustrates understanding and knowledge, we must use analysis protocols that are 

contextualized within the larger culture. By using any of the transcript analysis models, it is 

possible to gain valuable information about critical thinking and cognitive processes present in 

discussions. 

However, transcript analysis also raises some problems that need to be addressed.  

First, ethically, it is necessary to receive consent both from lecturers and from students for 

such an evaluation.  

Secondly, there are issues concerning the reliability, validity and replicability (Rourke, 

Anderson, Garrison & Archer, 2001) of the content analysis. There have been discussions about its 

surface reliance related to the text-based content under which transcription is produced but not 

necessarily possible to replicate (Enriquez, 2009; Rourke et al. 2001). Moreover, one may question 

objectivity when the interpreterřs subjective criteria play a role in the process of categorizing and 

grading messages (Rourke, Anderson, Garrison & Archer, 2001, Fahy, 2006), and, hence, the 

reliability of the analysis itself needs to be assessed. 

Although discourses can be analyzed at various levels, many studies are no longer focused 

on the strict linguistic sense of discourse but rather examine their integration with other levels and 

dimensions of discourse such as how the information contained in previous sentences affects the 

discourse (Cumming & Ono, 1997). 

Conclusion 

Research (Seaman & Allen, 2018) highlight the importance of online courses and 

discussion forums in online higher-education which offers easier access to education to all 

categories of learners worldwide. This innovative and fast-growing means of education allows for a 

more affordable access to specialized training. The fast pace of progress in technology had led to 

increasingly better online learning platforms, more affordable and easier to access. Interaction 

through these platforms Ŕ in other words discussion boards- offers as valuable an input as can be. 

These discussions allow for reflection on the course to take place and this is an important part of 

any online course, they also allow feedback and evaluation, proving a most useful tool. 
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