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Online and Hybrid Learning

• Nearly 4 million college students took at least one 
online course in Fall 2007*

• Online enrollments in 2007 grew 12.9% 
compared to the previous year

• Blended or hybrid courses, which combine face-
to-face and online elements, are offered in 
proportions similar to online courses

*Data from Sloan Consortium national surveys
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Asynchronous Online Discussions
• Common feature of many online and hybrid 

courses today
• In online courses, they substitute for 

traditional face-to-face discussions
• In blended courses, they extend student 

interaction with the content and one another 
beyond traditional class time
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Asynchronous Online Discussions
• Provide opportunities for student content 

learning and higher-order thinking
• Provide time for reflection and response
• Maintain an archive of students’ postings
• Are perceived to be egalitarian 
• Contribute to a sense of community online
• Align with a constructivist perspective of 

learning
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Purdue Project
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Examining Peer Feedback
• Managing online discussions can be very 

labor intensive!
• With funding from FIPSE, we are 

investigating the efficacy of using peer 
feedback in online discussions.

• Process involves the use of peers in giving 
critical feedback in online discussions.
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Peer Feedback Benefits
• Offers potential learning benefits both to 

those giving the feedback and those 
receiving it

• May offer a means of reducing instructor 
workload in online learning environments

• Used in courses in education, engineering, 
English, speech language and hearing 
sciences, and veterinary medicine to date
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Discussion Question
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Blackboard Tool Student View
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Student Summary
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Study
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Setting

• Study took place in fall 2008 in three, 
undergraduate blended courses:
– Introduction to Educational Technology 

(EDUC)
– Introduction to Digital System Design 

(ENG)
– Teaching English in Secondary Schools 

(ENGL)
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Online Discussions
• In addition to regular face-to-face class 

sessions, students participated in three online 
discussions augmenting class topics
– EDUC: issues about technology in 

education
– ENG: problem-solving and exam 

preparation
– ENGL: pedagogy in English education
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Data Collection

• At the conclusion of the course, students 
completed an online survey that included items 
on students’ perceptions of the online 
discussions and their impact.

• In addition, to assess students’ motivational 
orientations and use of learning strategies, the 
Motivated Strategies for Learning Questionnaire 
(MSLQ) was administered pre and post.
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Results
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Comfort/Confidence

Survey Item
EDU

Mean (SD)
(n=219)

ENG
Mean (SD)

(n=103)

ENGL
Mean (SD)

(n=18)

Comfort/Confidence
Comfort using online discussion tool 3.80 (1.06) 3.32 (1.21) 4.39 (0.85)

Comfort contributing to online discussions 3.72 (1.07) 3.12 (1.11) 4.28 (0.75)

Comfort commenting on others’ contributions 3.59 (1.11) 2.96 (1.06) 3.94 (1.00)

Confidence in ability to contribute relevant
ideas

3.84 (0.97) 3.16 (1.14) 4.28 (0.83)

Confidence in ability to benefit from
discussions

3.41 (1.05) 3.15 (1.14) 3.00 (0.91)
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Collaboration and Feedback

Survey Item
EDU

Mean (SD)
(n=219)

ENG
Mean (SD)

(n=103)

ENGL
Mean (SD)

(n=18)
Collaboration/Teamwork†

Level of collaboration with peers as a result of
online discussions

3.11 (0.72) 3.35 (0.79) 2.94 (1.06)

Feeling of teamwork among peers 2.86 (0.83) 2.88 (0.86) 2.72 (0.96)

Feedback
Usefulness of feedback received from peers 3.18 (0.87) 3.21 (0.75) 2.78 (1.00)

Helpfulness of TAs’ participation in online 
discussions

3.36 (1.02) 3.06 (1.36) 2.11 (1.32)

†4-point scale
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Student Perceptions of Outcomes
Learning Outcome EDUC

(n=219)
ENG

(n=103)
ENGL
(n=18)

Perceived differences in 
learning

Yes
34.7%

No
36.5%

Unsure
28.8%

Yes
32.0%

No
46.6%

Unsure
21.4%

Yes
11.1%

No
72.2%

Unsure
16.7%

Attitudes toward peer 
learning

Pos
45.2%

Neg
20.6%

Neut
34.3%

Pos
37.9%

Neg
11.6%

Neut
50.5%

Pos
33.3%

Neg
11.1%

Neut
55.6%

Better acquainted with 
classmates

Yes
18.7%

No
68.0%

Unsure
13.2%

Yes
14.6%

No
69.9%

Unsure
15.5%

Yes
33.3%

No
61.1%

Unsure
5.6%

Met with classmates 
outside class

Yes
18.9%

No
81.1%

Yes
40.8%

No
59.2%

Yes
66.7%

No
33.3%
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Perceived Advantages
Advantages EDUC

(n=219)
ENG

(n=103)
ENGL
(n=18)

Helped me understand the content better 50.2% 52.4% 11.1%

Motivated me to study the course materials or
other related topics/content

44.3% 34.0% 11.1%

Motivated me to spend time studying course
materials consistently throughout the course
(rather than cramming for the exam)

32.0% 26.2% 5.5%

Made it easier to express opinions and to 
participate in class discussions

61.2% 41.7% 72.2%

Helped me get better acquainted with my 
classmates

18.7% 14.6% 50.0%

Other 7.7% 13.6% 16.7%
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Perceived Limitations
Limitations EDUC

(n=219)
ENG

(n=103)
ENGL
(n=18)

It took too much time 25.1% 22.3% 27.8

It was hard to remember to do it 47.5% 48.5% 72.2%
It was hard to ask questions or get help 16.4% 18.4% 5.5%
I was unsure about how to post 7.3% 7.8% 0.0%
I was unsure about what to post 26.9% 48.5% 11.1%
I didn’t know how to respond to others’ postings 28.3% 14.6% 27.8%
I didn’t know who was right/correct 25.6% 40.8% 5.5%
It was hard deciding what score to give my peers 28.8% 9.7% 44.4%
Other 10.5% 12.6% 11.1%
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Student Recommendations for Future 
Online Discussions in Course

Recommendation EDUC
(n=219)

ENG
(n=103)

ENGL
(n=18)

Continue as is 41.1% 27.2% 47.1%

Continue with 
changes

42.0% 54.3% 29.4%

Do not continue 16.9% 18.5% 23.5%
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MSLQ

• EDU students showed a mixture of gains and 
declines in MSLQ scales (+ self-efficacy, 
intrinsic motivation, peer learning)

• ENG students showed declines in most scales
• ENGL students showed little change (+ self-

efficacy)
• Changes may be related to nature of courses 

but probably unrelated to online discussions
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Conclusions and Implications
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Conclusions
• Students quickly became comfortable with the online 

discussion format and confident in their ability to 
contribute.

• Educational technology and English Education 
students seemed more likely to participate and liked 
the ability to express opinions.

• Engineering students were more likely to perceive the 
discussions as beneficial for content learning and to 
promote collaboration.

• Large lecture course students saw greater value in 
online discussions as a way to connect with peers.
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Implications

• However, learning benefits were not clear.
• Using online discussions in blended courses is 

a challenge because they are not essential for 
students’ communication and learning.

• To maximize the potential for impact, design 
online discussions that provide relevance and 
value to the students so that it is not “just one 
more thing to do.”



Using Asynchronous Online Discussions
in Blended Courses

Implications

• Align discussions with course content and 
goals, i.e. make sure they are relevant.

• Reward students for participation; assess both 
quantity and quality.

• Use peer feedback, but continue to provide 
some instructor participation and scaffolding.

• Design engaging discussion formats such as 
case studies and debates.
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Questions or Comments?
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