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R E S E A R C H  I N  B R I E F

As offerings of online courses, pro-
grams, and degrees continue to 
increase,1 universities are grap-

pling for ways to assess and assure quality. 
The quality and quantity of interaction 
between faculty and students and among 
students constitutes a signifi cant compo-
nent of the defi nition of quality for any 
course, whether online or face-to-face.2 It 
seems a reasonable hypothesis, therefore, 
that focusing on a component of online 
learning that encourages and supports 
interaction—namely, discussion—might 
produce satisfi ed students who demon-
strate signifi cant learning outcomes.

Online discussions have many dimen-
sions, from their structure to timely feed-
back and assessment. Productive discussion 
does not happen automatically—it must 
be planned. Best practices for discussions3 
include the following elements:
■ Require students to participate
■ Grade student efforts
■ Involve learning teams
■ Structure discussions
■ Require a hand-in assignment (a 

deliverable)
■ Pose questions and scenarios that require 

learners to use their own experience
■ Relate the discussion to course 

objectives
The study summarized here aimed to 

determine if signifi cant differences in 
learning outcomes existed between two 
sections of the same course, one taught as 
an online course for 15 weeks and the other 
taught in the traditional format of face-to-
face, three-hour classroom meetings once 
per week for 15 weeks. Results from this 

study suggest strategies for implementing 
discussion to increase student interaction, 
satisfaction, and learning outcomes.

Methods
The study involved two sections of an 

Introduction to Management course dur-
ing the spring 2005 semester at a small lib-
eral arts college in the Midwestern United 
States. The same professor taught both the 
online (n = 18) and face-to-face (n = 16) 
sections, using the same text, instructional 
strategies, and assessments. The fi nal exam 
served as the measure of student learning 
because the assessment was comprehen-
sive and required students to synthesize all 

of the concepts covered in the course. In 
addition, both sections fi lled out a percep-
tion survey regarding the use of discussion 
when they took the fi nal exam.

Each week, the groups read and dis-
cussed a business case study directly related 
to the course material, fi rst in small groups 
and then in a larger group context. The 
online class received the case study and 
corresponding questions electronically 
through the course management software. 
The students had to read the case, meet 
in small groups and discuss it, and then 
post answers to questions provided by the 
instructor. The small groups used the group 
feature of Blackboard, in which they could 
hold synchronous chats and online discus-
sions and post documents as a group. Each 
class member made individual posts in 
response to the group posts.

The face-to-face class received a hard 
copy of the business case and correspond-
ing questions the week prior to the discus-
sion. On the day the case was discussed, the 
students met in small groups to review the 
case and answer the questions. Afterwards, 
the entire class met and responded to the 
ideas developed by the small groups.

Best practices were applied to the discus-
sions for both the online and face-to-face 
groups. With case studies as a starting point 
for discussion, students had the opportu-
nity to interact frequently with the course 
content, the instructor, and other students. 
Specifi cally, the students were required to 
participate in the case study discussion, 
which was worth 15 percent of the total 
grade. The cases posed questions and sce-
narios that required students to use their 
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own experience, and the topics related to 
the course content in the text and ancillary 
materials for that week.

Although the groups were neither ran-
domly selected nor randomly assigned, 
there were no statistically significant 
differences in demographics between 
them. The majority of students in both 
groups were adults attending college on 
a part-time basis. In the online class, 72 
percent were female, while in the face-
to-face class, 56 percent were female. 
The average age of students in the 
online class was 35 years, while the aver-
age age in the face-to-face class was 28 
years. The average number of semester 
hours completed was 72 in the online 
class and 58 in the face-to-face class. 
Both averages fit the college’s “junior” 
status. The incoming grade point aver-
age was 3.24 for the online students 
and 3.28 for the face-to-face students. 
Finally, the students were tested for their 
preferred learning style by having them 
complete the Learning Modality Prefer-
ence Inventory.4

Findings
The learning style preference had no 

correlation to success in the course. This 
finding is consistent with Neuhauser,5 
who found that “… there was no relation 
between the preferred styles of learning 
and final grades in either group.” Her study 
focused on the impact of demographic dif-
ferences (rather than instructional strate-
gies) on learning outcomes between two 
groups of 25 face-to-face students and 37 
online students.

The one statistically significant finding 
in the study was that online students scored 
lower on the final exam than the face-to-
face students (t(34) = −2.601, p < .017). The 
mean score for the online group (164.72) 
was less than the mean for the face-to-
face group (181.56). This finding contra-
dicts other research showing that online 
students often perform as well as or bet-
ter than face-to-face students.6 Complete 
research results and data analysis can be 
found at <http://www.bw.edu/~mmartyn/
scholarship.htm>.

To better understand this finding, data 
from the student perception survey were 
reviewed. Analysis of that data showed that 
the mean scores were higher on all of the 

quality perception survey questions for the 
face-to-face class; however, the scores were 
very positive for discussion in both groups. 
The student comments from the online 
group, however, indicated that although 
they learned from their interaction with 
other students, they regretted that they did 
not get to know each other better.

Much research describes the instruc-
tional benefits of online discussion, 
but an equally important advantage 
derives from establishing rapport and 
collaboration among class members. 
Although this happens naturally in a 
face-to-face course, capabilities sup-
porting the development of rapport 
must be deliberately integrated into an 
online course. Discussion can support 
both social and instructional aims if 
properly planned. Gilbert and Moore7 
agreed with this duality of purpose, not-
ing that social rapport and increased 
collaboration can lead to greater levels 
of interaction addressing instructional 
goals. According to the study, the social 
function of interaction was not inte-
grated well in the online group. That 
lack might explain the lower learning 
outcomes for the online students.

Recommendations
The use of interaction in face-to-face 

class discussion and in online discussion 
is a valuable instructional approach that 
follows the best practices of discussions. As 
the study showed, it is important to allow 
students in online classes to interact in a 
variety of ways by integrating both instruc-
tional and social interaction, to provide 
the best possible learning environment. 
More research is needed on discussion spe-
cifically to better understand its power for 
increasing interaction, satisfaction, and 
student learning outcomes. e
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