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Hindering or Helping: Reflections on Discussion Lists

Abstract
Discussion lists and forums are promoted as a way by which to engage students, both online and face-to-face in conversation and debate.  The question arises however, as to why some students disregard discussion lists as helpful to them.  Are discussion lists a hindrance or help? This article reflects upon the experience of a postgraduate lecturer in trying to engage a group of postgraduate accounting students in discussion forums.
Keywords: online teaching, discussion lists, reflective practice
Introduction
Discussion lists and forums are promoted as a way by which to engage students in conversation and debate.  The pedagogical emphasis on the benefit of discussion lists for online or external students is not easily questioned.  The question does arise however, as to why some students disregard discussion lists as helpful or of being of any benefit to them as part of their study.  It would be easy to dismiss this issue as being an issue at all, and to dismiss the lack of engagement as being related to lacklustre content or the lecturer.   However, we suggest that that the issue is deeper than merely a content issue.  We suggest that often a lack of participation may have more do to with the perceived needs and wants that a student, or cohort of students display.  These needs and wants then impact upon the team dynamics that the students display and how they respond to the course content.   It may also have to do with the fact that postgraduates are (or perceive themselves as being) more academically “mature” than undergraduate students.  In support of this argument we reflect upon some comments made by postgraduate accounting students with respect to discussion forums which failed to have active participation.  These comments were considered against Hurst and Thomas’ (2004) framework for developing team skills and accomplishing team projects online.  The reflections made against the framework highlighted for us that it was not the content of the discussion forum which necessarily discouraged participation but the need for there to be trust in the technology being used, the process of the discussion list and the commitment of the students in the subject.  When online discussion forums are examined not from the perspective of “content” but rather as a means by which to develop team skills and dynamics, we suggest that the initial question which must be asked is whether, given the cohort of students, discussion lists become helpful to the online learning environment or a hindrance?  
The Theoretical Framework
Hurst and Thomas’ (2004) research involved teaching team skills and then having students participate in a team project in an online line environment.  They acknowledge that part of this process involved students understanding and then developing “soft skills” online.   They suggest that there are “three important cross-cutting themes” (2004, p. 218) with respect to using teams and teaching about teams in an online context.  Whilst these themes were developed in the context of online team development and team projects we argue that the themes are as equally applicable to encouraging participation by students in discussion forums.  In other words, we equate student participation in discussion forums as involving the students in an “online team” and then participating, through the use of soft skills, to negotiate, debate and create support for their own arguments which may be in opposition to their fellow students.  
The three themes identified by Hurst and Thomas (2004, p. 219-221) are:

· Technology as enabler.  They suggest that:

Technology plays two important roles in the online learning or teaming experience.

1. Apprehension and preconceived notions about technology-mediated discussion caused problems in getting teams started …

2. technology failure in online teams could be

a. a convenient excuse: “I didn’t get that note”; “I couldn’t participate in the teamwork because my computer hard drive crashed.”… (2004, p. 219)
· Trust.    They note that trust “is required for meaningful cooperation” but acknowledge that “the development of trust in online teams is not nor can it be a quick and easy task”.  In that sense they argue that “social interaction and trust” (2004, p. 220) therefore are key in the team and learning process.  Once team members trust, they are more likely to make their tacit knowledge explicit, transform explicit knowledge into tacit knowledge, and in the process enlarge overall understanding.

· The Importance of Learning and Teaming Culture.  They suggest that the importance of developing a team charter early on to focus the team helps to frame the character, quality and integrity in the work relationship.  
When each of these three themes are examined in the context of students being required to participate in an online discussion forum we suggest that there are parallels.    Anecdotally, similar comments have been provided by students for their lack of participation on discussion forums.  For example some comments have included:

· Because the institution and particular lecturers provide students with ever-increasing sets of information, participation in discussion  forums serve no real purpose;

· Students expressing concerns about how much faith they can place in peers’ responses and peer postings on the discussion board in answer to content based questions;

· Because postgraduate students are generally engaged in full-time work in their profession, discussion boards are seen as an extension of email which is perceived as being an additional “chore” rather than a learning facilitator.

To the extent that Hurst and Thomas’ (2004) recommendations with respect to effective online teamwork can assist in the process of encouraging students, particularly postgraduate students, to participate in discussion forums, each of the three themes will be examined against the comments of students made in the postgraduate accounting course, and our reflections upon those comments.
Technology
As stated above, Hurst and Thomas see technology as playing a major role in both the online learning and online teaming experience.  The twin aspects of this are preconceived notions about the technology and excuses for non-participation related directly to the functioning of the technology.
Our experience does not disclaim either of these aspects.  Technological fear and technological failure are two often used justifications by students for being unable to participate online.  
Hurst and Thomas (2004, p. 200) identified that:

The challenges were related not only to computer incompatibility, but also to the degree to which participants were ready to engage in online learning environments.  For many, there appeared to be an initial hesitancy and fear associated with learning in a technologically mediated environment.  

…, when probed, individuals remained worried that they would fail in a public way, and as a result become embarrassed, because of their unfamiliarity with the technology.
However, maybe an additional factor to consider with technology is that students are overloaded with information which can be provided easily by current technology.  Therefore in being such an efficient enabler the technology and the information sources are so vast that participation is a disincentive and participation is perceived as being non-value adding to the learning experience at the postgraduate level.    It is therefore not just fear of the technology that prevents students from engaging but the effort, and time that is required to be spent engaging with the technology so that participation does not always appear to be beneficial.   

The issue of engagement with technology also has links with the notion of trust.  Trust means a reliance on one’s own capabilities: in terms of confidence in the understanding of content, the ability to communicate, as well as placing reliance (trust) upon those other students participating in the course and their capabilities.  
Trust
Hurst and Thomas (2004, p. 220) note with respect to trust that:

There is an interesting paradox when considering trust.  On the one hand, we see that a team must be productive quickly and that individuals need to trust and be trusted within the team.  But on the other hand few people on teams or in any relationship will trust immediately.  Team members thrown together will more likely distrust the motives of others at the outset. … Social interaction and trust therefore are key in any team and learning process. 
This paradox is no more evident than when requesting students to participate in a discussion forum.  One the one hand we as teacher/facilitators expect students to be productive quickly and post comments and critiques quickly.  This is particularly so given that the duration of the average course is at most twelve weeks.  We expect students to be willing to share experiences and views without there necessarily being a relationship which exists, or pre-existed, outside of the constraints of the course.  The additional complicating component to consider with postgraduate students studying accounting is that there may be professional or occupational factors which are also at play.

At the postgraduate level it must be acknowledged that students, particularly in the Master Business Administration (MBA) program, are from a diverse range of professions and may, by the very nature of the program, be studying content  they have had minimal exposure to in the past. 

Issues of trust based upon professional accounting knowledge and application are evident anecdotally in the comments made by postgraduate students regarding their participation in discussion forums.  One particular example that springs to mind is the case of a senior education administrator in the secondary school sector who stated that she knew nothing at all about accounting and that her whole working life had been spent in education.  Her level of trust in her own accounting competencies did not enable her to make the connection between what she was studying and the fact that that she was using one element of accounting in the form of budgets with her professional practice.   Her paradox was that even though she had no accounting confidence her communication skills were superior, so that she became an active participant on the discussion forum.   She was one of a handful of students who actively tried to generate discussion on a regular basis with other students, but was generally unsuccessful.  She was trying to not only making connections between the content and her experiences but between her experiences and the experiences of her fellow students.  Reflecting on this, this non-participation or lack of team must become a demotivator for those students who are seeking to make connections and socially interact via the discussion board with other students.  This is indicative of the need for a team culture to be developed and nurtured.  
Learning and Teaming Culture
Learning and teaming culture represents the culture of the team and the social interaction that takes part between the team members.  Hurst and Thomas (2004, p. 216) recognised that:

Competing demands, and disparities in team member commitment and what each member desired as a team outcome (“pass” vs. “A”), combined and trapped many of the learning teams.  However, competing demands are no different in the working world.  The resolution as always rested with open communication of goals and expectations, and then with working around each individual’s peculiar demands and interests.  

We suggest that as this theme applies to teams online it also applies to student participation in discussion forums.  There are differing levels of commitment by students.  For example, one student lamented the fact, via the discussion forum, that none of her queries had been answered by any other students, only the lecturer.  She expressed her disappointment wondering whether she would bother to participate in further forums – nobody responded.   
A twin aspect of this is the perception of students that participation on discussion forums is just more “work” and  participation on the discussion forum is seen as an extension of their worklife.  Participation then becomes an additional “chore” rather than a learning facilitator or a way of socially interacting with other students.  

The comments from students and our reflection on discussion board usage and participation, both our own and students, elicit no “real” answers – only more questions.  A core question must be whether or not discussion boards should be viewed as a means by which to connect students in a “social” way.  Is there an element of arrogance on the part of the academic that makes them presume that students, particularly at the postgraduate level, ‘need’ to interact socially? Some guidance may lie in Hurst and Thomas’ recommendations.  
Hurst and Thomas’ Recommendations
In the context of the online team environment Hurst and Thomas make the following recommendations (2004, p. 223):

Effective teamwork requires continual monitoring and assessment.  Effective teaching does the same.  The recommendations given below may facilitate online teaming and learning endeavours.

· Work hard in the beginning to develop a trusting environment.  Without it nothing will work.  Trust builds as relationships building in online teaming, and therefore must be present in online team development.

· Expect shifting of roles of leadership.  Sometimes the teacher will be the taught and the leader must learn to follow.

· Employ as many forms of interaction as possible in the initial phases of collaboration.  If possible, face-to-face is probably the ideal way to kick off.  However, most of us do not have this luxury …
· Open communication is critical to any team endeavour.  Determining how to encourage it in your particular online world is your most critical task.

· Employ good project management practices.

In terms of online discussion forums we suggest that these recommendations are equally important and represent in our experience,  a good foundation for effective usage of discussion.  However a core question that course coordinators need to consider initially is whether they should use discussion forums in each and every course.  As the technology becomes more user friendly, for both academic and student, is it time for the academic to be a little more selective in the blanket use of the functions of the learning platform?  Maybe it is not just the learning style that dictates what we should use but the actual cohort of students and how they want and prefer to learn.  Is it a question of academic “maturity”, particularly at postgraduate levels?   As Thomas and Hurst (2004), suggest perhaps the shifting of roles of leadership could involve the teacher learning and understanding the academic wants and needs of particular students in particular cohorts.   Once this assessment is made the foundations for online “learning” will have been set and issues of technology, trust and learning culture can then be considered and acted upon.
Conclusion
Hurst and Thomas (2004, p. 222) note that:

The biggest problem in any team undertaking is the assumption that you can put people together to work on a task, and they will automatically become a team and know how to work together.  This assumption is equally false in both the face-to-face and the online team contexts.  In the online world, it may be even easier to ignore the human process side of team work in the absence of physical cues revealing the physical health (or lack of) the team.  

This is no less true for students participating in online discussion forums.  Reflecting upon practice, we suggest that there an evaluative step before proceeding to implement the Hurst and Thomas recommendations.  That first step is to assess and understand the need for the use of discussion forums and the probable benefits that students perceive they will be getting from participation.  
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