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Abstract

This study was grounded on the assumptions thatibterand Learners Discourse

(ILD) in Threaded Discussions (TDs) in online casss of great importance to learners
taking their first online course and that thera rrelation between instructor and
learners discourse. This study recognized the itapoe of ILD for learners taking their
first online courses and the vitality of the onliearning institution. A quantitative path
analysis, content analysis, and course evaluatioregs were used to conduct this study.
Quantitative path analysis procedures were useddmine the direct hypothesized
relationship between the extent of both instruetatt learner discourse. Content analysis
procedures were used to quantify ILD. A course @tabn survey included one open-
ended question on discourse and provided furttsghn toward the nature of the
guantitatively measured hypothesized relationshie findings of this study suggest that
there is a direct relationship between instructat earner discourse in online courses.
This relationship was of practical and statistgighificance. The findings of this study
suggest that ILD is of great importance to learm@&ksng their first online course. Online
administrators should expect instructors to faa#itlLD that is interactive, supportive,
enjoyable, timely, helpful, encouraging, motivatingeresting, and engaging.

Introduction

Online institutions offer courses where asynchr@euiscussions are utilized by
instructors and learners in order to facilitatengzg. For the purpose of this study,
Instructorand Learners Discourse (ILD) is defined as asynubue e-discussions
between instructors and learners in online couts&shas been conceptualized as an
important success factor for learners taking thiest online course.

ILD is a tool used for facilitating learning, teaod), and training. ILD assists instructors
and learners in creating a virtual community whasgructors inject knowledge and
learners share teaching notes, expertise, idedgy@nions. This study is grounded on
the assumptions: a) ILD is a factor of great imaice to learners taking their first online
course and b) there is a correlation between ILD.

Purpose

The purpose of this research was to contributbédknowledge base about ILD in online
courses. Specifically, this study was conducteain®wer two research questions: a) what
do graduate learners in education say about ILiDeir first online course? and b) is
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there a direct relationship between the extennstructor discourse and the extent of
learner discourse in online courses? Answers tethesearch questions may assist
stakeholders of the online institution in develgppragmatic ILD strategies that focus on
assisting learners taking their first online courg@aswers to these research questions
may have implications for course design and studgantion.

The Research Problem

The institution of higher education is becomingrareasingly competitive marketplace.
With minimal, if any, limitations imposed by timad place, the online institution is
gaining considerable popularity among those seekiniggher education. Within this
competitive marketplace of higher education, infppiin graduate learners in education
regarding ILD in their first online courses is algaa factor of great importance for the
vitality of the online institution (i.e., studerdgtention, satisfaction, and success).

Facilitating ILD may offer rich and diverse inforti@ and knowledge and give learners
a sense of belonging and connectedness to théecrdurses. Facilitating ILD may
provide opportunities for online learners takingitHirst online course to communicate
and refine knowledge.

Modern online learners (e.g., Baby Boomers, Geanx,, Echo Boomers) may be seeking
higher education through online courses offerinfjgant ILD. Leaders of online
universities need to assure learners that thearorgtions will provide the highest

quality courses facilitated by qualified faculty migers able to succeed in ILD in order to
assist learners taking their first online courseunceeding online.

Review of the Literature

Kopf (2007) asserted that the online learning emrment will grow into a $52.6 billion
industry by 2010. According to Groth (2007), leasmay show up at their computers
determined to complete their online course. Ta2006) warned that it is imperative
that administrators meet the ever-increasing den@amnichnologically advanced
learning opportunities.

Paloff and Pratt (2007) and Yang and Cornelius $20@ve indicated that learner
success in the online classroom may depend madsteortompetency of professors,
especially those capable of creating a sense ofreority and emotional connection with
learners. Sammons and Ruth (2007) asserted thatititess of online education as a
whole rests largely upon the motivations of onfiaeulty who choose to assume this
responsibility. Motivation may be based on the nandf messages between instructors
and learners (Chyung, 2007).

Leaders who can recruit and retain the most qedli@ind motivated instructors may be
able more confidently to lead their institutionsstaccess with their online offerings.
Leaders of online universities should be concermigd vital aspects of hiring quality
instructors as they strategize to develop and suita delivery of quality online courses
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and programs (Kelly, 2006; Orlando & Poitrus, 2008)e most valuable assets of any
institution of higher learning are the faculty mesrdb(Schuster & Finkelstein, 2006).
Faculty satisfaction ratings and retention aredtliyaelated to learner satisfaction ratings
and retention (Baker, Redfield, & Tonkin, 2006; keR006).

Leaders of online universities should embrace tt@lenges of extending online
educational opportunities to learners who woulcepilse be unable to access
postsecondary learning (Calvert, 2005; Rhoda, 28083, Pickett, & Li, 2005). Noel-
Levitz (2006) reported that communication is on¢hoée top concerns online learners
have involving the faculty member. White (2005)aepd that adult learners may be
disappointed when they are unable to accomplisla¢chdemic tasks required in higher
education and this frustration could lead to desiest and eventually withdrawing from
courses.

Instructor and Learners Discourse

Given the aforementioned expectations, the trertdrisfg competent online instructors
able to effectively utilize ILD will continue. Theles of online instructors are multiple
(i.e., intellectual, social, pedagogical, techniead so forth). Online instructors may
foster a sense of community among groups of learteough ILD by supporting
learners to participate in Threaded Discussions)(TDe success of online courses may
depend upon the extent ibD where learners are assisted in developing anage

social, and critical thinking skills. ILD may prale opportunities for deep learning
experiences.

Conceptual Framework

This study is grounded on the assumptions: a) BB factor of great importance to
learners taking their first online course and lgr¢his a correlation between instructor
and learners discourse. Building on these assungtio conjunction with the existing
research literature, this study recognizes the mapae of ILD for a) learners taking their
first online courses and b) the vitality of theiarllearning institution.

Research Methodology

This study’s path analysis model is grounded ortliberetical and empirical research
literature reviewed. A specific quantitative patfalysis model was developed in order to
test and analyze the direct hypothesized relatiprsttween the extent of instructor
discourse and the extent of learners discoursdit@ige data collected from open-ended
guestions from a course evaluation survey were tespebvide further insight toward

any statistically significant relationships andddfferences found in the quantitative path
analysis.

Research Design
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The researcher used quantitative path analysisecbanalysis, and course evaluation
surveys to conduct this study. Quantitative patyesis procedures were used to
examine the direct hypothesized relationship betmibe extent of instructor
asynchronous discourse and the extent of learyachsonous discourse. Content
analysis procedures were used on the computer-teddianscripts of TDs between
instructors and learners within several graduatesss in education offered entirely
online by an accredited institution of higher ediara Course evaluation surveys were
used to collect qualitative data of learners' apisiabout instructor and learners
discourse.

Content Analysis

The primary data source for this study was the aderypmediated transcripts generated
by online learners and their course instructorthag participated in the asynchronous e-
discourse component of their respective online smuVith the inherent capacity to
archive asynchronous e-discourse, computer-mediegrgcripts provided an ideal
means to identify and analyze the extent of asyrahus e-discourse exchanged among
the participants in each of the online courseslireain this study. Content analysis
procedures were used to analyze TDs posted byelesaamd instructors in order to
guantify ILD (i.e., the extent of both instructardalearner discourse).

Course Evaluation Surveys

The patrticipating online educational institutiomesged for this study requires learners to
respond to course evaluation survey questions neditp assess learner perceptions of
the administrative, technological, and instructiam@nponents of the online educational
institution. Course evaluation survey questionuicked ratings of the online course and
instructor, should learners recommend the onlingssto another person, and a question
on learners' opinion about instructor and leardessourse. The researcher was interested
in this last survey question. This open-ended @arsluation survey question was used
to provide further insight toward the nature of uantitatively measured hypothesized
relationship (i.e., correlation between ILD) and tmportance of ILD to learners taking
their first online course.

Participants and Setting

The setting consisted of an online institution igfler education offering graduate level
degree programs in education entirely online. Téigpating institution is: (a)
accredited by the appropriate accrediting bodyit{bje are no residency requirements;
(c) all communications and interactions betweemies and instructors take place
online using email and TDs using the institutioosmputer server; (d) instructors are
required to participate in asynchronous e-discussiad (e) learners are required to
participate in asynchronous e-discussions coniriguietween 5% and 25% of each
learner’s final grade. A learner meets the couesgirements on TDs by posting between
one and three responses to each question postbé mstructor in each lesson or
module of an online course.
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Data Collection

The researcher collected the aforementioned damatine online databases of the
participating online institution of higher educaticspecifically, the online databases
contained copies of the threaded discussions. @earcher selected randomly 75% of
the TDs. The collected data were saved into afilextvhich was edited to ensure learner
and instructor anonymity. The edited data were dav® one database file in order to
perform content analysis.

Data Analysis

In this study’s quantitative path analysis modethdearner and instructor discourse
were continuous variables. Descriptive statistiesenperformed in order to compute the
learnem size and the extent of learner discourse (numbleaoner postings), and the
instructorn size and the extent of instructor discourse (numb@structor postings).
Descriptive statistics were also performed to commpioie mean and standard deviation of
the number of learner postings and the numbersbfuntor postings.

A path coefficient may report the relative strersgbin weaknesses of the extent of
instructor discourse on the extent of learner diss®. Path coefficients for the
relationship between learner postings and instrymstings witho = .05 andp < .05 for
statistical significance were calculated. The extémnstructor discourse was the
predictor variable and the extent of learner dissewvas the criterion variable.

Research Results
Quantitative Data

Based on the content analysis, there were 14 gistsiand 249 learners. The content
analysis revealed 169 instructor e-postings anti4ll@arner e-postings. With these
numbers, this study’s sample size was 263 participants and the total number of e-
postings posted by both instructors and learnessEB3.

Table 1 presents the descriptive data for ILDndudes the mean level and
corresponding SD. The number of learner e-postiaggesents the extent of
asynchronous learner discourse. The number olictsir e-postings represents the extent
of asynchronous instructor discourse.

Table 1
Descriptive Data for Instructor and Learner Disceer
n Size Number of M(SD)
e-postings
Instructors 14 169 12.07 (9.042)
Learners 249 1,014 72.43 (32.517

Total 263 1,183 16.04788 (5.00)
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The relationship between the number of instructpostings and the number of learner
e-postings was found to be of statistical signifta The Pearson Correlation value for
the relationship between the extent of learneralisse and the extent of instructor
discourse was found to lbe= .763(**) where * =p < .05; ** = p < .01 level (2-tailed).

The correlation coefficient was positive and sted#dly significant. Correlation
coefficients of determination indicated that thetationship was of practical significance
(the variance in the extent of learner postings ass®ciated with the extent of instructor
postings). The R square change was .582 with F.695b6significant ap = .002. Thus,

the data analysis indicated that this direct retethip was both of statistical and practical
significance.

The relationship between the extent of instructscalrse and the extent of learner
discourse in online courses was found to be ois$izl significancen(=.763,p < .01).
The direct effect of the extent of instructor diss® on the extent of learner discourse
measured the same relationship as the correlatitwelen these two variables (instructor
discourse and learner discourse). The path coefiti¢or this path segment was identical
to the correlation coefficient for these two vaheh(f = .763,p < .01).

Qualitative Data

In order to provide further insights toward the liogtions of the quantitative findings

and strengthen possible interpretations, the reseacollected the responses to the last
course survey question on learners' opinions abstructor and learners discourse.
Survey responses to this question were transcehddsaved into a database for analysis.
Exact quotes are presented within double quotaiarks as excerpts. Common
keywords are italicized in the excerpts.

"This was my first online course. Online discussigrereencouraging The sense of
isolation diminished as | became manetivatedand confident. Thanks to the ongoing
communicatiorand encouragement from Dr. ... All questions andceams about the
course were answered iniaelyas well as in gsupportivemanner. Dr. ... certainly has
the talent to know how tengagdearners to become comfortable in sharing wealesess
and concerns without feeling inadequate in theadamic knowledge."

" We always had sudhteresting discussiongand | learn so much from the online
discussions. | look forward wontinuingwith online learning. This was my first online
course."

"As a newbie, I've enjoyed tlikscussionsn this class and learned so much more than |
thought | would! I am thinking of taking the nexdwrse offered online next term because
of my enjoymentn this course. | would like to thank Dr. ... forstiemarks during the
course. | have found the course discussions extyamseful with respect to my current
job."
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"Dr. ... has been amspirationand an excellemhentorin this course which was my first
online course. It was a pleasure having her asfegsor for this class. | was very
motivatedby her strategies about moderating our weeklyudisions. Thank you Dr. ...
very much for all of théaelpyou offered me over the length of the course. Alsanks

for your efforts andimely repliesto my postings.”

"Thank you for your continuousncouragemerthroughout the course. I've been out of
school for many years and could have not succeedbdut your words of
encouragement and our online discussions. Thamkgfo supportand prompteedback
during this class."

"It was a wonderful first online experience. It wapleasure taking the course with Dr. ...
| was very impressed with his valuable and mothgteedbackand obvious willingness
to helpstudents. | appreciate his assistance and feltartable using the discussion
board. | appreciate his exceptional promptnes®stipg to the discussion board. He
always answered my questigm®mptlyandthoroughly”

"l received timelyfeedbackhat brings me so much joy to read her wondernfdl a
encouraging comments. | will continue to do my bedhe next online course. | must say
this it is so refreshing to have a professor wharlcommunicatevith and address any
concerns. Thanks for everything."

"I haven’t been in school for quite some time atelrned that | can still learn! | am
looking forward to the rest of my online coursesj dhave this class to thank for that. It
was little uneasy for me to take an online couysmir assistancdielped me a lot. | very
much appreciate all theotivation suggestionsandsupportyou offered during the
online discussions. Although the online discussiaere a totally new field for me, |
found online discussions very interesting. Thahks!

"l have been self-employed for 19 years and haveedsto go back to school for several
years. Online is new to me. Thanks so much for yaemdliness, patience, and your
quick responses! | have enjoyed the discussiondomad appreciate all of the feedback.
This has been an excellent online learning expeeiefhank you!"

"The online discussions were wonderful and havenkzhand started applying in my
career and personal life as well. | would likehartk you for yousupportand | am
looking forward to take future online courses.drtd this class a little nervous because
I'd never taken online courses!"

"Thank you very much for your timely response tsigisment submissions. Thanks for a
great course!! I'm pleasantly surprised at the arhofi information I've been taught in
only eight weeks. | appreciate the effectlearning communityand environment you
have created through the discussion board. Thamks ybur positive feedback
compliments, and highlynotivating comments. | enjoyed the online discussions very
much"
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Graduate learners in education taking their firdin@ courses reported that ILD assisted
them in developing successful learning skills omlinrough TDs. Learners reported that
instructors encouraged and motivated them to paatie in e-discussions. As a result,
learners asked questions and the instructors' mssgdelped them stay focused and
engaged throughout the course. Learners reporé&tdntieraction between the instructor
and learners was a determining factor of satisfacatiith their first online course.
Learners reported that they valued the instructujgport during the course. The
aforementioned qualitative data excerpts indidad i_D is important to graduate
learners taking their first online course. ILD wateractive, supportive, enjoyable,
timely, helpful, encouraging, motivating, interasfj and engaging.

Interpretations and Implications for Policy and d®ice

The findings of this study suggest that theredgrect relationship between the extent of
instructor discourse and the extent of learneradisge in online courses. These findings
suggest that learners participate more in ILD winstructors post timely and frequently
to the discussion board. These findings also suglasthe role and commitment of
online instructors in prompting learner discoursamportant to graduate learners taking
their first online course. ILD is clearly a factirgreat importance to learners.

Policy makers, administrators, and faculty may wshse the findings of this study in
order to develop pragmatic ILD strategies and dpmral activities. Online instructors
need to facilitate ILD that are interactive, sugp@;, enjoyable, timely, helpful,
encouraging, motivating, interesting, and engagitgga result, online course
administrators may achieve greater enrollment atehtion rates in online courses by
encouraging and supporting ILD in TDs.

Limitations of the Study

In conjunction with this research study’s assump#jdhere are some limitations to this
study that may limit its generalizability to othreisearch settings. The findings of this
study may not be generalizable to the entire spectf online learners. The results may
be indicative of only the responding sample andnblades of this population of online
learners. The constructs of this study were andlgte given point in time while
dynamic technological changes can occur in theneriéarning environment. This
research study did not develop an instrument fafuating a policy on ILD in TDs or for
measuring learner satisfaction or success witlaglygachronous online learning systems.

Conclusion

The findings of this study suggest that theredgrect relationship between instructor and
learner discourse in online courses. This relalignwas of practical and statistical
significance. ILD is clearly a factor of great inm@once to learners taking their first
online course. Stakeholders of the online insttushould support the facilitation of

ILD. Online administrators should expect instrusttw facilitate ILD that are interactive,
supportive, enjoyable, timely, helpful, encouragimptivating, interesting, and
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engaging. These findings contribute to a betteetstdnding of ILD leading to learner
success, satisfaction, and retention.
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