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AbstractAbstract
This study was grounded on the assumptions that InstructorThis study was grounded on the assumptions that Instructor and Learners Discourse and Learners Discourse 
(ILD) in Threaded Discussions (TDs) in online courses is of grea(ILD) in Threaded Discussions (TDs) in online courses is of great importance to t importance to 
learners taking their first online course and that there is a colearners taking their first online course and that there is a correlation between rrelation between 
instructor and learners discourse. This study recognized the impinstructor and learners discourse. This study recognized the importance of ILD for ortance of ILD for 
learners taking their first online courses and the vitality of tlearners taking their first online courses and the vitality of the online learning he online learning 
institution. A quantitative path analysis, content analysis, andinstitution. A quantitative path analysis, content analysis, and course evaluation course evaluation 
surveys were used to conduct this study. Quantitative path analysurveys were used to conduct this study. Quantitative path analysis procedures were sis procedures were 
used to examine the direct hypothesized relationship between theused to examine the direct hypothesized relationship between the extent of both extent of both 
instructor and learner discourse. Content analysis procedures weinstructor and learner discourse. Content analysis procedures were used to quantify re used to quantify 
ILD. A course evaluation survey included one openILD. A course evaluation survey included one open--ended question on discourse and ended question on discourse and 
provided further insight toward the nature of the quantitativelyprovided further insight toward the nature of the quantitatively measured measured 
hypothesized relationship. The findings of this study suggest thhypothesized relationship. The findings of this study suggest that there is a direct at there is a direct 
relationship between instructor and learner discourse in online relationship between instructor and learner discourse in online courses. This courses. This 
relationship was of practical and statistical significance. The relationship was of practical and statistical significance. The findings of this study findings of this study 
suggest that ILD is of great importance to learners taking theirsuggest that ILD is of great importance to learners taking their first online course. first online course. 
Online administrators should expect instructors to facilitate ILOnline administrators should expect instructors to facilitate ILD that is interactive, D that is interactive, 
supportive, enjoyable, timely, helpful, encouraging, motivating,supportive, enjoyable, timely, helpful, encouraging, motivating, interesting, and interesting, and 
engaging. engaging. 



PurposePurpose

•• The purpose of this research was to contribute to the knowledge The purpose of this research was to contribute to the knowledge base about ILD in base about ILD in 
online courses. Specifically, this study was conducted to answeronline courses. Specifically, this study was conducted to answertwo research two research 
questions: a) what do graduate learners in education say about Iquestions: a) what do graduate learners in education say about ILD in their first LD in their first 
online course? and b) is there a direct relationship between theonline course? and b) is there a direct relationship between theextent of instructor extent of instructor 
discourse and the extent of learner discourse in online courses?discourse and the extent of learner discourse in online courses?Answers to these Answers to these 
research questions may assist stakeholders of the online instituresearch questions may assist stakeholders of the online institution in developing tion in developing 
pragmatic ILD strategies that focus on assisting learners takingpragmatic ILD strategies that focus on assisting learners takingtheir first online their first online 
course.  Answers to these research questions may have implicatiocourse.  Answers to these research questions may have implications for course ns for course 
design and student retention. design and student retention. 



The Research ProblemThe Research Problem

•• The institution of higher education is becoming an increasingly The institution of higher education is becoming an increasingly competitive competitive 
marketplace. With minimal, if any, limitations imposed by time amarketplace. With minimal, if any, limitations imposed by time and place, the nd place, the 
online institution is gaining considerable popularity among thosonline institution is gaining considerable popularity among those seeking a higher e seeking a higher 
education. Within this competitive marketplace of higher educatieducation. Within this competitive marketplace of higher education, input from on, input from 
graduate learners in education regarding ILD in their first onligraduate learners in education regarding ILD in their first online courses is clearly a ne courses is clearly a 
factor of great importance for the vitality of the online institfactor of great importance for the vitality of the online institution (i.e., student ution (i.e., student 
retention, satisfaction, and success). retention, satisfaction, and success). 

•• Facilitating ILD may offer rich and diverse information and knowFacilitating ILD may offer rich and diverse information and knowledge and give ledge and give 
learners a sense of belonging and connectedness to their online learners a sense of belonging and connectedness to their online courses. Facilitating courses. Facilitating 
ILD may provide opportunities for online learners taking their fILD may provide opportunities for online learners taking their first online course to irst online course to 
communicate and refine knowledge. communicate and refine knowledge. 

•• Modern online learners (e.g., Baby Boomers, Gen X, and Echo BoomModern online learners (e.g., Baby Boomers, Gen X, and Echo Boomers) may be ers) may be 
seeking higher education through online courses offering sufficiseeking higher education through online courses offering sufficient ILD. Leaders of ent ILD. Leaders of 
online universities need to assure learners that their organizatonline universities need to assure learners that their organizations will provide the ions will provide the 
highest quality courses facilitated by qualified faculty membershighest quality courses facilitated by qualified faculty membersable to succeed in able to succeed in 
ILD in order to assist learners taking their first online courseILD in order to assist learners taking their first online coursein succeeding online. in succeeding online. 



Conceptual FrameworkConceptual Framework

•• This study is grounded on the assumptions: a) ILD is a factor ofThis study is grounded on the assumptions: a) ILD is a factor ofgreat importance to great importance to 
learners taking their first online course and b) there is a corrlearners taking their first online course and b) there is a correlation between elation between 
instructor and learners discourse. Building on these assumptionsinstructor and learners discourse. Building on these assumptions, in conjunction , in conjunction 
with the existing research literature, this study recognizes thewith the existing research literature, this study recognizes theimportance of ILD for importance of ILD for 
a) learners taking their first online courses and b) the vitalita) learners taking their first online courses and b) the vitality of the online learning y of the online learning 
institution.institution.

Research MethodologyResearch Methodology

•• This studyThis study’’ s path analysis model is grounded on the theoretical and empirics path analysis model is grounded on the theoretical and empirical al 
research literature reviewed. A specific quantitative path analyresearch literature reviewed. A specific quantitative path analysis model was sis model was 
developed in order to test and analyze the direct hypothesized rdeveloped in order to test and analyze the direct hypothesized relationship between elationship between 
the extent of instructor discourse and the extent of learners dithe extent of instructor discourse and the extent of learners discourse. Qualitative scourse. Qualitative 
data collected from opendata collected from open--ended questions from a course evaluation survey were ended questions from a course evaluation survey were 
used to provide further insight toward any statistically signifiused to provide further insight toward any statistically significant relationships cant relationships 
and/or differences found in the quantitative path analysis.and/or differences found in the quantitative path analysis.



Research DesignResearch Design

•• The researcher used quantitative path analysis, content analysisThe researcher used quantitative path analysis, content analysis, and course , and course 
evaluation surveys to conduct this study. Quantitative path analevaluation surveys to conduct this study. Quantitative path analysis procedures ysis procedures 
were used to examine the direct hypothesized relationship betweewere used to examine the direct hypothesized relationship between the extent of n the extent of 
instructor asynchronous discourse and the extent of learner asyninstructor asynchronous discourse and the extent of learner asynchronous discourse. chronous discourse. 
Content analysis procedures were used on the computerContent analysis procedures were used on the computer--mediated transcripts of mediated transcripts of 
TDs between instructors and learners within several graduate couTDs between instructors and learners within several graduate courses in education rses in education 
offered entirely online by an accredited institution of higher eoffered entirely online by an accredited institution of higher education. Course ducation. Course 
evaluation surveys were used to collect qualitative data of learevaluation surveys were used to collect qualitative data of learners' opinions about ners' opinions about 
instructor and learners discourse.instructor and learners discourse.



Content AnalysisContent Analysis

•• The primary data source for this study was the computerThe primary data source for this study was the computer--mediated transcripts mediated transcripts 
generated by online learners and their course instructors as thegenerated by online learners and their course instructors as they participated in the y participated in the 
asynchronous easynchronous e--discourse component of their respective online course. With the discourse component of their respective online course. With the 
inherent capacity to archive asynchronous einherent capacity to archive asynchronous e--discourse, computerdiscourse, computer--mediated mediated 
transcripts provided an ideal means to identify and analyze the transcripts provided an ideal means to identify and analyze the extent of extent of 
asynchronous easynchronous e--discourse exchanged among the participants in each of the onlinediscourse exchanged among the participants in each of the online
courses involved in this study. Content analysis procedures werecourses involved in this study. Content analysis procedures wereused to analyze used to analyze 
TDs posted by learners and instructors in order to quantify ILD TDs posted by learners and instructors in order to quantify ILD (i.e., the extent of (i.e., the extent of 
both instructor and learner discourse).both instructor and learner discourse).



Course Evaluation SurveysCourse Evaluation Surveys

•• The participating online educational institution selected for thThe participating online educational institution selected for this study requires is study requires 
learners to respond to course evaluation survey questions designlearners to respond to course evaluation survey questions designed to assess learner ed to assess learner 
perceptions of the administrative, technological, and instructioperceptions of the administrative, technological, and instructional components of nal components of 
the online educational institution. Course evaluation survey quethe online educational institution. Course evaluation survey questions included stions included 
ratings of the online course and instructor, should learners recratings of the online course and instructor, should learners recommend the online ommend the online 
course to another person, and a question on learners' opinion abcourse to another person, and a question on learners' opinion about instructor and out instructor and 
learners discourse. The researcher was interested in this last slearners discourse. The researcher was interested in this last survey question. This urvey question. This 
openopen--ended course evaluation survey question was used to provide furtended course evaluation survey question was used to provide further insight her insight 
toward the nature of the quantitatively measured hypothesized retoward the nature of the quantitatively measured hypothesized relationship (i.e., lationship (i.e., 
correlation between ILD) and the importance of ILD to learners tcorrelation between ILD) and the importance of ILD to learners taking their first aking their first 
online course.online course.



Participants and SettingParticipants and Setting

•• The setting consisted of an online institution of higher educatiThe setting consisted of an online institution of higher education offering graduate on offering graduate 
level degree programs in education entirely online. The participlevel degree programs in education entirely online. The participating institution is: ating institution is: 
(a) accredited by the appropriate accrediting body; (b) there ar(a) accredited by the appropriate accrediting body; (b) there are no residency e no residency 
requirements; (c) all communications and interactions between lerequirements; (c) all communications and interactions between learners and arners and 
instructors take place online using email and TDs using the instinstructors take place online using email and TDs using the institutionsitutions’’ computer computer 
server; (d) instructors are required to participate in asynchronserver; (d) instructors are required to participate in asynchronous eous e--discussion; and discussion; and 
(e) learners are required to participate in asynchronous e(e) learners are required to participate in asynchronous e--discussions contributing discussions contributing 
between 5% and 25% of each learnerbetween 5% and 25% of each learner’’ s final grade. A learner meets the course s final grade. A learner meets the course 
requirements on TDs by posting between one and three responses trequirements on TDs by posting between one and three responses to each question o each question 
posted by the instructor in each lesson or module of an online cposted by the instructor in each lesson or module of an online course. ourse. 

Data CollectionData Collection

•• The researcher collected the aforementioned data from the onlineThe researcher collected the aforementioned data from the online

databases of the participating online institution of higher educdatabases of the participating online institution of higher education. ation. 

Specifically, the online databases contained copies of the threaSpecifically, the online databases contained copies of the threaded ded 

discussions. The researcher selected randomly 75% of the TDs. Thdiscussions. The researcher selected randomly 75% of the TDs. The e 

collected data were saved into a text file which was edited to ecollected data were saved into a text file which was edited to ensure learner nsure learner 

and instructor anonymity. The edited data were saved into one daand instructor anonymity. The edited data were saved into one database tabase 

file in order to perform content analysis. file in order to perform content analysis. 



Data AnalysisData Analysis

•• In this studyIn this study’’ s quantitative path analysis model, both learner and instructor s quantitative path analysis model, both learner and instructor 
discourse were continuous variables. Descriptive statistics werediscourse were continuous variables. Descriptive statistics wereperformed in order performed in order 
to compute the learner to compute the learner nn size and the extent of learner discourse (number of learner size and the extent of learner discourse (number of learner 
postings), and the instructor postings), and the instructor nn size and the extent of instructor discourse (number of size and the extent of instructor discourse (number of 
instructor postings). Descriptive statistics were also performedinstructor postings). Descriptive statistics were also performedto compute the mean to compute the mean 
and standard deviation of the number of learner postings and theand standard deviation of the number of learner postings and thenumber of number of 
instructor postings.instructor postings.

•• A path coefficient may report the relative strengths or weaknessA path coefficient may report the relative strengths or weaknesses of the extent of es of the extent of 
instructor discourse on the extent of learner discourse. Path coinstructor discourse on the extent of learner discourse. Path coefficients for the efficients for the 
relationship between learner postings and instructor postings wirelationship between learner postings and instructor postings with th αα = .05 and = .05 and pp < < 
.05 for statistical significance were calculated. The extent of .05 for statistical significance were calculated. The extent of instructor discourse instructor discourse 
was the predictor variable and the extent of learner discourse wwas the predictor variable and the extent of learner discourse was the criterion as the criterion 
variable.variable.



Research ResultsResearch Results

Quantitative DataQuantitative Data

•• Based on the content analysis, there were 14 instructors and 249Based on the content analysis, there were 14 instructors and 249learners. The learners. The 
content analysis revealed 169 instructor econtent analysis revealed 169 instructor e--postings and 1,014 learner epostings and 1,014 learner e--postings. postings. 
With these numbers, this studyWith these numbers, this study’’ s sample size was s sample size was n n = 263 participants and the total = 263 participants and the total 
number of enumber of e--postings posted by both instructors and learners was 1,183.postings posted by both instructors and learners was 1,183.

•• Table 1 presents the descriptive data for ILD. It includes the mTable 1 presents the descriptive data for ILD. It includes the mean level and ean level and 
corresponding SD. The number of learner ecorresponding SD. The number of learner e--postings represents the extent of postings represents the extent of 
asynchronous learner discourse. The number of instructor easynchronous learner discourse. The number of instructor e--postings represents the postings represents the 
extent of asynchronous instructor discourse.extent of asynchronous instructor discourse.



Research ResultsResearch Results
Quantitative DataQuantitative Data

•• Table 1 presents the descriptive data for ILD. It includes the mTable 1 presents the descriptive data for ILD. It includes the mean level and ean level and 
corresponding SD. The number of learner ecorresponding SD. The number of learner e--postings represents the extent postings represents the extent 
of asynchronous learner discourse. The number of instructor eof asynchronous learner discourse. The number of instructor e--postings postings 
represents the extent of asynchronous instructor discourse.represents the extent of asynchronous instructor discourse.

Table 1 Table 1 

Descriptive Data for Instructor and Learner DiscourseDescriptive Data for Instructor and Learner Discourse

n Size Number of
e-postings

M(SD)

Instructors 14
169

12.07       (9.042)

Learners 249
1,014

72.43       (32.517

Total 263
1,183

16.04788 (5.00)



Research ResultsResearch Results

•• The relationship between the number of instructor eThe relationship between the number of instructor e--postings and the number of postings and the number of 
learner elearner e--postings was found to be of statistical significance. The Pearsopostings was found to be of statistical significance. The Pearson n 
Correlation value for the relationship between the extent of leaCorrelation value for the relationship between the extent of learner discourse and rner discourse and 
the extent of instructor discourse was found to be the extent of instructor discourse was found to be rr = .763(**) where * = = .763(**) where * = pp < .05; ** < .05; ** 
= = pp < .01 level (2< .01 level (2--tailed). The correlation coefficient was positive and statisticatailed). The correlation coefficient was positive and statistically lly 
significant. Correlation coefficients of determination indicatedsignificant. Correlation coefficients of determination indicatedthat this relationship that this relationship 
was of practical significance (the variance in the extent of leawas of practical significance (the variance in the extent of learner postings was rner postings was 
associated with the extent of instructor postings). The R squareassociated with the extent of instructor postings). The R squarechange was .582 change was .582 
with F = 16.695 significant at with F = 16.695 significant at pp = .002. Thus, the data analysis indicated that this = .002. Thus, the data analysis indicated that this 
direct relationship was both of statistical and practical signifdirect relationship was both of statistical and practical significance.icance.

•• The relationship between the extent of instructor discourse and The relationship between the extent of instructor discourse and the extent of learner the extent of learner 
discourse in online courses was found to be of statistical signidiscourse in online courses was found to be of statistical significance (ficance (rr = .763, = .763, pp < < 
.01). The direct effect of the extent of instructor discourse on.01). The direct effect of the extent of instructor discourse onthe extent of learner the extent of learner 
discourse measured the same relationship as the correlation betwdiscourse measured the same relationship as the correlation between these two een these two 
variables (instructor discourse and learner discourse). The pathvariables (instructor discourse and learner discourse). The pathcoefficient for this coefficient for this 
path segment was identical to the correlation coefficient for thpath segment was identical to the correlation coefficient for these two variables (ese two variables (ββ = = 
.763, .763, pp < .01). < .01). 



Qualitative Data AnalysisQualitative Data Analysis

•• In order to provide further insights toward the implications of In order to provide further insights toward the implications of the quantitative the quantitative 
findings and strengthen possible interpretations, the researcherfindings and strengthen possible interpretations, the researchercollected the collected the 
responses to the last course survey question on learners' opinioresponses to the last course survey question on learners' opinions about instructor ns about instructor 
and learners discourse. Survey responses to this question were tand learners discourse. Survey responses to this question were transcribed and ranscribed and 
saved into a database for analysis. Exact quotes are presented wsaved into a database for analysis. Exact quotes are presented within double ithin double 
quotation marks as excerpts. Common keywords are italicized in tquotation marks as excerpts. Common keywords are italicized in the excerpts.he excerpts.

•• "This was my first online course. Online discussions were "This was my first online course. Online discussions were encouragingencouraging. The sense . The sense 
of isolation diminished as I became more of isolation diminished as I became more motivatedmotivated and confident. Thanks to the and confident. Thanks to the 
ongoing ongoing communicationcommunication and encouragement from Dr. and encouragement from Dr. …… All questions and All questions and 
concerns about the course were answered in a concerns about the course were answered in a timelytimely as well as in a as well as in a supportivesupportive
manner. Dr. manner. Dr. …… certainly has the talent to know how to certainly has the talent to know how to engageengage learners to become learners to become 
comfortable in sharing weaknesses and concerns without feeling icomfortable in sharing weaknesses and concerns without feeling inadequate in their nadequate in their 
academic knowledge."academic knowledge."



Interpretations and Implications Interpretations and Implications 

for Policy  and Practicefor Policy  and Practice

•• The findings of this study suggest that there is a direct relatiThe findings of this study suggest that there is a direct relationship between the onship between the 
extent of instructor discourse and the extent of learner discourextent of instructor discourse and the extent of learner discourse in online courses. se in online courses. 
These findings suggest that learners participate more in ILD wheThese findings suggest that learners participate more in ILD when instructors post n instructors post 
timely and frequently to the discussion board. These findings altimely and frequently to the discussion board. These findings also suggest that the so suggest that the 
role and commitment of online instructors in prompting learner drole and commitment of online instructors in prompting learner discourse is iscourse is 
important to graduate learners taking their first online course.important to graduate learners taking their first online course.ILD is clearly a factor ILD is clearly a factor 
of great importance to learners.of great importance to learners.

•• Policy makers, administrators, and faculty may wish to use the fPolicy makers, administrators, and faculty may wish to use the findings of this indings of this 
study in order to develop pragmatic ILD strategies and operationstudy in order to develop pragmatic ILD strategies and operational activities. al activities. 
Online instructors need to facilitate ILD that are interactive, Online instructors need to facilitate ILD that are interactive, supportive, enjoyable, supportive, enjoyable, 
timely, helpful, encouraging, motivating, interesting, and engagtimely, helpful, encouraging, motivating, interesting, and engaging. As a result, ing. As a result, 
online course administrators may achieve greater enrollment and online course administrators may achieve greater enrollment and retention rates in retention rates in 
online courses by encouraging and supporting ILD in TDs. online courses by encouraging and supporting ILD in TDs. 



ConclusionConclusion

•• The findings of this study suggest that there is a direct relatiThe findings of this study suggest that there is a direct relationship between onship between 

instructor and learner discourse in online courses. This relatioinstructor and learner discourse in online courses. This relationship was of nship was of 

practical and statistical significance. ILD is clearly a factor practical and statistical significance. ILD is clearly a factor of great of great 

importance to learners taking their first online course. Stakehoimportance to learners taking their first online course. Stakeholders of the lders of the 

online institution should support the facilitation of ILD. Onlinonline institution should support the facilitation of ILD. Online e 

administrators should expect instructors to facilitate ILD that administrators should expect instructors to facilitate ILD that are interactive, are interactive, 

supportive, enjoyable, timely, helpful, encouraging, motivating,supportive, enjoyable, timely, helpful, encouraging, motivating, interesting, interesting, 

and engaging. These findings contribute to a better understandinand engaging. These findings contribute to a better understanding of ILD g of ILD 

leading to learner success, satisfaction, and retention.leading to learner success, satisfaction, and retention.


