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Introduction
For this assignment we are require to identify a 'widely use and widely accepted practice' and identify its root(s). I chose the topic of online discussion because I have an interest in distance education and in asynchronous discussion tools such as the discussion board in WebCT.

Distance learning in not a new concept, it has been around for many years now, but what I believe has changed, is the content delivery and the access. I'm currently doing my M.Ed. by distance at the University of Calgary using a web-based delivery system. Web-based delivery systems such as First Class, WebCT and Blackboard for example, all have a specific area where performing asynchronous discussion is a possible thing to do. We didn't have anything as such in the early days of distance education.

In this paper we will have a look at two concepts that possibly are the essence on which online discussion is built on: interaction and collaboration. Then we will look at constructivism as learning theory, followed by three theorists that appear to be the roots of this practice of online discussion. Finally, we will look at some possible applications.

 

Mini-Ideas/Concepts that Have Generated the Practice of Online Discussion
From my own personal experience of doing my M.Ed online, I would say that it appears that asynchronous online discussions are becoming increasingly popular with instructors and with students. I believe the reason behind that is because it provides a 'virtual location' where students and instructor from different physical locations all can 'meet' together, for learning and for communication purpose, and this, in a very flexible manner for everyone. Is has also the potential of creating an online community for at least the duration of the course. 

Having a 'virtual location' provides a place to meet and having a 'forum discussion' provide the structure for online dialogue. Students and instructors can discuss various topics, share information (knowledge and ideas) and promote critical thinking through Socratic questioning and other methods. Also, because of its asynchronous nature, this tool would provide more time for students' reflection, more time for them to form and reflect on their thoughts. The possible outcome could be an increase of active and critical learning, as well as hopefully higher student engagement. Thus, if well designed, online discussions could provide interaction and collaboration/cooperation among students. 

Following below are two mini-ideas/concepts that appear to be present in online discussions, they are: interaction and collaboration.

Interaction (as a subcomponent of constructivism)
Moore (1989) suggested three different types of interaction that distance educators need to be concerned with. They are:

· learner-content interaction 

· learner-instructor interaction 

· learner-learner interaction 

The two first ones are not new in distance programs or any program for that matter. Normally, you need some content to learn and you need an instructor to help you learning that content. With the event (occurrence) of the Internet and of online discussions, another form of interaction became possible. It is the interaction between learners. The use of group discussions became a possibility. 

Moore (1989) suggested that learner-learner interaction would be "a new dimension of distance education that will ... challenge our thinking and practice in the 1990s." (p. 4)

Ragan (1999) stated that: 

"When learners interact with one another, with an instructor, and with ideas, new information is acquired, interpreted, and made meaningful. Such interactions form the foundation of a community of learners. If students feel they are part of a community of learners, they are more apt to be motivated to seek solutions to their problems and to succeed. The challenge for distance educators is to design into the instructional situation strategies and techniques for establishing and maintaining "learning communities" among learners separated by space and/or time." (p. 5)

We are currently in 2003 and as Moore was predicting, a new approach to distance education has been emerging and that in fact has been changing our thinking and our practices.

Collaboration (as a subcomponent of constructivism)
The second concept, collaboration, appears to be another key component in online discussion. In the current practice I am experiencing in my distance courses, every member of the group is expected to share information/ideas and to collaborate in the discussion forum (when integrate in the course design). The idea behind is that, it will create a bigger range of views and therefore most likely will broaden everybody's understanding of specific topics. 

Following are a few definitions of collaboration I found during my search:

Panitz (1999), defines collaboration as such:

"Collaboration is a philosophy of interaction and personal lifestyle where individuals are responsible for their actions, including learning and respect the abilities and contributions of their peers." (p.1)

Bruner (1991), as quoted in the NCREL's Web site, defines collaboration as follow:

"Collaboration is a process to reach goals that cannot be achieved acting singly (or, at a minimum, cannot be reached efficiently). As a process, collaboration is a means to an end, not an end in itself.(p. 6)" 

"Collaboration includes all of the following elements: jointly developing and agreeing to a set of common goals and directions; sharing responsibility for obtaining those goals; and working together to achieve those goals, using the expertise of each collaborator. (p. 6)" (Bruner, 1991)

Schrage (1991), as quoted in Smith (2000), defines collaboration in the following terms:

"Collaboration is a purposive relationship. At the heart of collaboration is a desire or need to solve a problem, create, or discover something within a set of constraints, including expertise, time, money, competition, and conventional wisdom" (p. 36) 

So, as all of these scholars suggest, collaboration appear to require a team effort where all member are engaged and working toward the same goal and this, for the good of all. 

 

Link to a Learning Theory
The use of online discussion is heavily based on constructivism. The emphasis is placed on the learner rather than on the teacher. It's a learner-centered approach. It's the learners' job to interact with the material and with the people and to discuss/exchange information, to reflect and to build new understanding. Learners' autonomy and initiative are accepted and strongly encouraged. The constructivists view knowledge as a constructed entity made by each and every learner through a learning process. Knowledge cannot be transmitted from one person to the other (old model), it needs to be (re)constructed by each person. 

Following is a definition of constructivism provided by the Web site Funderstanding:

"Constructivism is a philosophy of learning founded on the premise that, by reflecting on our experiences, we construct our own understanding of the world we live in. Each of us generates our own "rules" and "mental models," which we use to make sense of our experiences. Learning, therefore, is simply the process of adjusting our mental models to accommodate new experiences." 

The learners must individually discover and transform new and complex information, check new information against old schemata and then revise and adjust the schemata when they no longer work.

Theorists 
Constructivism has its roots from different theorists. The main ones are Jerome Bruner (1915- ), Jean Piaget (1896 -1980) and Lev Semenovich Vygotsky (1896-1934). In the following section, I will bring forward ideas that derive from each theorist. The following information about these theorists is taken directly from the Web site Theory Into Practice (TIP) database created by Greg Kearsley -Copyright 1994-2003. 

Bruner (Constructivist Theory)

"A major theme in the theoretical framework of Bruner is that learning is an active process in which learners construct new ideas or concepts based upon their current/past knowledge. The learner selects and transforms information, constructs hypotheses, and makes decisions, relying on a cognitive structure to do so. Cognitive structure (i.e., schema, mental models) provides meaning and organization to experiences and allows the individual to 'go beyond the information given'." (TIP)

Piaget (Genetic Epistemology) 
"The concept of cognitive structure is central to [Piaget] theory. Cognitive structures are patterns of physical or mental action that underlie specific acts of intelligence and correspond to stages of child development." (TIP)

"Cognitive structures change through the processes of adaptation: assimilation and accommodation. Assimilation involves the interpretation of events in terms of existing cognitive structure whereas accommodation refers to changing the cognitive structure to make sense of the environment. Cognitive development consists of a constant effort to adapt to the environment in terms of assimilation and accommodation. In this sense, Piaget's theory is similar in nature to other constructivist perspectives of learning (e.g., Bruner, Vygotsky)." (TIP) 

Vygotsky (Social Development Theory) 
"The major theme of Vygotsky's theoretical framework is that social interaction plays a fundamental role in the development of cognition. Vygotsky (1978) states: 'Every function in the child's cultural development appears twice: first, on the social level, and later, on the individual level; first, between people (interpsychological) and then inside the child (intrapsychological). This applies equally to voluntary attention, to logical memory, and to the formation of concepts. All the higher functions originate as actual relationships between individuals.' (p57)." (TIP)

"A second aspects of Vygotsky's theory is the idea that the potential for cognitive development is limited to a certain time span which he calls the 'zone of proximal development' (ZPD). Furthermore, full development during the ZPD depends upon full social interaction. The range of skill that can be developed with adult guidance or peer collaboration exceeds what can be attained alone." (TIP) 

 

Concrete Applications of Online Discussion
In my research, I found only one online resource that was discussing concrete applications of online discussion. Paulsen (1995), in his online report on pedagogical techniques for CMC, presents various techniques for online learning. The section many-to-many techniques in his report was of particular interest to me because it represents well the online discussion situation which we are discussing in this paper -many people interacting and collaborating together for learning purpose. Following are the techniques proposed in that report for that particular section:

· debate 

· simulation 

· role play 

· case study 

· discussion groups 

· transcript based assignments 

· brainstorming 

· delphi technique 

· nominal group technique 

· forum 

· project group 

One can see that various methods/guidelines can be used to design/promote online discussion in a distance course. Unfortunately, so far the main technique I experienced in my distance program is the discussion groups. They are good but I have noticed that they becomes tedious and boring after a while. I guess even online we need some variations of presentation. For more information on these techniques, please consult the report from Paulsen (1995).

 

Conclusion
Online discussions appear to have become a 'widely use and widely accepted practice' in distance learning. They appear to have a lot of potential in terms of constructivist learning. I do think, however, that more research is needed (for designer and instructors) to gain a better understanding of what to expect from them on how to incorporate them successfully, for satisfying online learning experiences. At this point from my own personal experience as a distance student, I have notice that, online discussion (especially when taking more than one course) are keeping me increasingly busy to keep up with them but, I'm not sure that all those hours spent on them equate a higher learning from my part. I find that too often they create 'busy work' just to keep up with the format of the discussion presentation-moderation-summary. They don't necessary increase learning in not well designed and well thought of.
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