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ABSTRACT

IMPRESSION MANAGEMENT AND SOCIAL PRESENCE
WITHIN ASYNCHRONOUS ONLINE DISCUSSIONS:
A CASE STUDY

Kimberly M. Harrison, PhD
Department of Educational Technology, Research and Assessment
Northern Illinois University, 2016
Hayley J. Mayall and Cindy S. York, Co-Directors

Asynchronous online discussion has become a staple of many higher education courses.
The current study was designed to understand more fully the student experience within online
discussions, with an emphasis on the experiences of undergraduate students outside the field of
education. The research described in the current paper was a case study designed to examine the
experiences of five students aged 20-25 who had senior status at a four-year university in the
Midwest. Specifically, the research examined students’ experiences using elements of social
presence and impression management techniques to develop social identities within
asynchronous online discussions, knowingly or unknowingly. Analysis included an examination
of whether or not social identity formation processes changed throughout students’ college
careers, and, if the processes did change, then changes that appeared were analyzed. Participants

were interviewed and select asynchronous online discussion transcripts from previous courses
were retrieved.
Findings indicate a variety of factors that influence how the participants developed their
social identities using elements of social presence and facework. Some influences are
instructional, stemming from the instructor, the course designer who developed online discussion
prompts, and/or institutional policies. Other influences come from the students; however, it
seems that instructors could affect or sometimes alter how students manage or adapt these
influences. How participants develop their social identities influences their participation within
the online discussions, ranging along a spectrum from avoidance to one-way participation to bidirectional interaction.
Based on the results of this study, suggestions for instructors, instructional
designers/course developers, and higher education administrators regarding online discussion
forums and associated policies are provided. Future research can build on the findings to
investigate the overlap and distinctive qualities of social presence and facework as they relate to
social identity development. Additionally, more research is needed to understand the
consequences of compulsory online discussions. Moreover, I recommend that future studies
further examine the discrepancies between instructor and student expectations as well as methods
for effectively reducing the differences.
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CHAPTER 1
INTRODUCTION

Background and Rationale

In 2015, approximately one in four students in the United States took at least one online
course (Allen & Seaman, 2016). Many more participated in blended or hybrid courses (Allen &
Seaman, 2013, 2016), combining on-campus, in-person classes with online learning activities
(Palloff & Pratt, 2009, p. 114). Within these courses, asynchronous online discussions are often
a mainstay (Bliuc, Ellis, Goodyear, & Piggott, 2010; Chadwick & Ralston, 2010; Chan, Hew, &
Chang, 2009; Goggins & Xing, 2016; Palmer, Holt, & Bray, 2008; Zhou, 2015). Asynchronous
online discussions may be used in classes that are offered completely online or in a blended
(partially online, partially face-to-face) format (Akyol, Garrison, & Ozden, 2009; AmreinBeardsley, Foulger, & Toth, 2007; Dukes, Waring, & Koorland, 2006). There are a variety of
activities that can be included as part of asynchronous online discussion: peer review (Dunlap &
Lowenthal, 2014), jigsaws (Mike, 2014; Tu & Corry, 2003), case study analysis, collaborative
research (Pelz, 2004), interviews, role playing, scenarios (Tu & Corry, 2003), controversial
topics, debate, media discussions, news groups, and scavenger hunts (Bonk & Dennen, 2007).
The most obvious benefit of asynchronous online discussion is learners can participate in
any place and at any time that is convenient for them (Ajayi, 2009; Angeli & Valanides, 2008;
Cheung & Hew, 2004; Hammond & Wiriyapinit, 2005; Tremblay, 2006; Yukselturk, 2010).
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Additionally, unlike in-person classroom activities, in asynchronous online discussion there is
time for everyone to participate (Angeli & Valanides, 2008; Duffy, Duebber, & Hawley, 1998;
Swan, 2001), and students cannot be interrupted (Andresen, 2009) nor talked over (Xin &
Feenberg, 2006) while sharing their perspectives or experiences. Asynchronous online
discussion participation is correlated with an increased sense of community and connectedness
(Dawson, 2006; Whiteside, 2015).
There is a great deal of research showing students’ positive perceptions of online
discussions (e.g., Hammond & Wiriyapinit, 2005; Lo, Johnson, & Tenorio, 2011; Palmer &
Hoyt, 2010; Pelz, 2004). Miyazoe and Anderson (2010) found students generally felt
asynchronous online discussions to be “both challenging and useful” (p. 192), although the high
level of challenge led to less satisfaction for some students. Despite the lack of social cues,
learners may perceive the discussions as personal (Gunawardena & Zittle, 1997) or comment that
reading classmates’ postings promotes a sense of community (Moisey, Neu, & Cleveland-Innes,
2008; Pelz, 2004), although not all research supports this idea. For example, Vonderwell (2002)
found some students felt asynchronous online discussions were impersonal. Additionally,
Stodel, Thompson, and MacDonald (2006) learned students sometimes miss the flow of
synchronous discussions.
Learning within asynchronous online discussions cannot occur without student
participation, and thus methods for encouraging participation are important (Ali & Ahmed, 2011;
Dennen, 2005; Morris, Finnegan, & Wu, 2005). When students post more frequently in online
discussions, they tend to receive higher final course grades (Campbell, Gibson, Hall, Richards, &
Callery, 2008; Palmer et al., 2008), although this could be a function of points awarded for
discussion participation. However, Goggins and Xing (2016) found that students who read
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and/or wrote online discussion posts more frequently and/or spent more time reading and/or
writing online discussion posts received higher grades on a small group project than those
students who demonstrated less participation. However, participation alone is not a guarantee of
learning (Davies & Graff, 2005; Goggins & Xing, 2016; Lee, 2014; Michinov, Brunot, Bohec,
Juhel, & Delaval, 2011; Swan, 2002). The effectiveness of online discussions is complex and
depends on the right blend of learner characteristics, instructor practices, and interface design
(Bullen, 1998; Kozan & Richardson, 2014). Some students may feel overwhelmed and not post
at all (Hara, Bonk, & Angeli, 2000). Students may be more likely to procrastinate in online
classes, as deadlines are often more fluid than in classes that meet weekly (Bullen, 1998). Even
when procrastination is not an issue, students may have difficulty finding time to post
(Hammond & Wiriyapinit, 2005; Hara et al., 2000; Xie, Durrington, & Yen, 2011) or to read and
process all of their classmates’ messages (Peters & Hewitt, 2010). Research has demonstrated it
is not enough for instructional designers and/or instructors simply to incorporate asynchronous
online discussions into coursework (Davies & Graff, 2005; Swan, 2002; Zhao, Lei, Yan, & Tan,
2005); in order for asynchronous online discussions to be effective, best practices must be used
(Dennen, 2005; Putnam, Ford, & Tancock, 2012).
There are many examples of best practices for asynchronous online discussion. For
example, instructors should (a) explain the purpose of asynchronous online discussions
(Biesenbach-Lucas, 2003; Dennen, 2005; Ellis & Calvo, 2004; Ellis, Goodyear, O’Hara, &
Prosser, 2006), (b) require participation (Chadwick & Ralston, 2010; Swan, 2001), (c) provide
clear goals and expectations (Dukes et al., 2006; Gunawardena, 1995; Hosler & Arend, 2012,
Ke, 2010; Nandi, Hamilton, & Harland, 2012; Wang & Chen, 2008; Wegmann & McCauley,
2014; Yeh & Lahman, 2005), (d) use open-ended questions (Ke, 2010) that call for a multiplicity
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of perspectives (Dennen, 2005; Nandi et al., 2012; Rovai, 2002), (e) give prompt and meaningful
feedback (Fearing & Riley, 2005; Ke, 2010; Michinov et al., 2011; Nandi et al., 2012; Yeh &
Lahman, 2005), (f) develop purposeful questions that lead to deep learning (Wang, 2013-2014),
and (g) tie the questions directly to the course content (Biesenbach-Lucas, 2003; Fung, 2004;
Hosler & Arend, 2012; Xie et al., 2011). Instructors need to show students how to use the
technology early in the semester (Dukes et al., 2006; Nandi et al., 2012) as well as explicitly
demonstrate strategies for reading peers’ posts and generating messages (Wise, Hausknecht, &
Zhao, 2014). Instructors should discuss how to create substantive posts that further the
conversation (Samuels-Peretz, 2014, p. 65) and encourage classmates to collaborate through
questioning and respectful commenting (Beth, Jordan, Schallart, Reed, & Kim, 2015; Jordan &
Daniel, 2010). In addition, instructors should model how to participate in the discussions as a
community of co-learners (Dennen, 2007; Ke, 2010), thus facilitating learning outcomes (Ellis &
Calvo, 2006). Tu (2002) asserted that instructors should encourage students to break up lengthy
postings into separate messages, in order to avoid negativity from classmates who do not wish to
read long messages. Wang and Chen (2008) recommended requiring a substantive initial posting
with an evidence-backed argument from each student. Some researchers argue it is up to
instructors to help students gain confidence with online discussion participation, for when
students feel confident and capable of participating in asynchronous online discussion, they
appear to be more motivated and thus more likely to engage (Peters & Hewitt, 2010; Xie et al.,
2011).
Ke (2010) recommended discussion prompts be structured to facilitate responses that can
either connect to students’ personal experiences or be strictly fact-based. Arend (2009) and Pelz
(2004) asserted instructor feedback should avoid giving students the correct answers but instead
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should ask students to reflect on their responses in new ways. Several researchers have
suggested that students should be assigned specific roles, in order to add structure to the online
discussions (Darabi, Arrastia, Nelson, Cornille, & Liang, 2010; Gašević, Adesope, Joksimović,
& Kovanović, 2015; Kollar, Fischer, & Slotta, 2005; Schellens, Van Keer, De Wever, & Valcke,
2007). For blended courses, the content and activities discussed face-to-face should be
integrated with the asynchronous online discussions and vice versa (Bliuc et al., 2010).
Furthermore, instructors should incorporate social elements into learning, thus encouraging
students to dialogue and reflect upon course concepts together (Lee, 2014; Richardson & Swan,
2003).
Although research regarding best practices in the use of asynchronous online discussion
has substantial implications (Zhou, 2015), it is important to understand how students perceive
asynchronous online discussion (Hammond & Wiriyapinit, 2005). Instructors need to
understand how students experience asynchronous online discussion in order to develop
discussions that truly meet the needs of the students and thus allow for the highest degree of
learning (Sullivan & Freishtat, 2013; Swan & Shih, 2005; Vonderwell, 2003).

Problem Statement

Asynchronous online discussion has become a staple of many higher education courses
(Bliuc et al., 2010; Chadwick & Ralston, 2010; Chan et al., 2009; Goggins & Xing, 2016; Palmer
et al., 2008; Zhou, 2015). The act of participating in discussions about course content is
important for learning (Kolb, 1984), and both achievement and learner satisfaction can increase
when students participate in discussions, regardless of whether the discussions are face-to-face or
online (Ajayi, 2009; AlJeraisy, Mohammad, Fayyoumi, & Alrashideh, 2015; Cain & Pitre, 2008;
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Chadwick & Ralston, 2010; Fulford & Zhang, 1993; Lo et al., 2011; MacKinnon, 2004; Miyazoe
& Anderson, 2010; Swan, 2001). However, the use of asynchronous online discussion differs
from other teaching methods in important ways and thus requires examination in order to be
implemented effectively (Dennen, 2005). Furthermore, not all students respond to asynchronous
online discussion in the same way; students in the same college class, with the same materials
and instructional methods, may have very different perceptions of the online course discussions
(Anderson & Simpson, 2004; Bullen, 1998; Ellis, Calvo, Levy, & Tan, 2004; Ellis et al., 2006;
Havice, Davis, Foxx, & Havice, 2010; Prosser & Trigwell, 1999). The quality of learning is
influenced by the approach students take to the course, and students’ approach appears to be
rooted in what they think they should do as well as what they are willing to do (Ellis & Calvo,
2004). Thus, understanding the student experience is important for improving online education
(Stodel et al., 2006; Sullivan & Freishtat, 2013). In addition, the research found during the
literature review supporting the current study was often situated in pre-service teacher education
courses and/or graduate courses and may not reflect the experiences of undergraduate students
who are not education majors (Maurino, 2006); additional research has demonstrated that the
field of study does affect how students participate in online discussions (Ellis et al., 2006).
Furthermore, while research has shown college students are concerned about maintaining
desirable social identities via Facebook (Birnbaum, 2013; Grasmuck, Martin, & Zhao, 2009;
Yang & Brown, 2016) and other social media (Becker & Stamp, 2005, Hogan, 2010; Jin, 2013),
little is known about how students develop and maintain social identities within educational
online discussions. Social identity formation occurs in every social interaction; that is, as people
interact with others, all the individuals within the interaction are simultaneously managing the
impressions they are presenting (Goffman, 1959, 1967; Rawls, 1987). While people may or may
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not engage in impression management consciously, impression management is used in every
social interaction as people work to manage how others respond to them (Goffman, 1959).
While impression management has been studied in online environments (e.g., Becker & Stamp,
2012; Birnbaum, 2013; Ding, Erickson, Kellogg, & Patterson, 2012; Grasmuck et al., 2009;
Heikoop, 2013; Hogan, 2010; Radford, Radford, Conway, & DeAngelis 2011; Rosenberg &
Egbert, 2011; Strano & Queen, 2012; Yang & Brown, 2016), as well as in face-to-face
classrooms (e.g., Kerssen‐Griep, 2001; Kerssen‐Griep, Hess, & Trees, 2003; Kerssen-Griep,
Trees, & Hess, 2008; Sabee & Wilson, 2005; Trees, Kerssen-Griep, & Hess, 2009), a thorough
literature review uncovered only a small number of studies that examined impression
management within online learning environments (Baxter, 2012; Baxter & Haycock, 2014;
Houtman, Makos, & Meacock, 2014; Smith & Kurthen, 2007). No studies were found that
focused specifically on impression management within asynchronous online discussions.
The current study was designed to understand more fully the student experience within
online discussions, with an emphasis on the experiences of undergraduate students outside the
field of education. The ideas of Goffman (1959, 1967, 1983) provided a framework for
understanding interaction online (Becker & Stamp, 2012; Birnbaum, 2013; Ding et al., 2012;
Hogan, 2010; Radford et al., 2011; Rosenberg & Egbert, 2011; Strano & Queen, 2012; Yang &
Brown, 2016), as did the Community of Inquiry Model (Garrison, Anderson, & Archer, 2000,
2010), which has been cited as the framework most frequently used for online discussion
research (Putnam et al., 2012). Specifically, the goal of the current study was to describe the
experiences of students as they created and managed social identities within asynchronous online
discussions. In addition, the current study examined if and how social identity formation
changed or evolved during students’ college careers. The findings from an examination of
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whether and how social identity formation changed during students’ college careers may prove
significant for instructors, instructional designers, and administrators, as they may point to
strategies for increasing the satisfaction and learning of undergraduate students.

Research Questions

The current study was designed to investigate two research questions: How do students
use impression management strategies to develop social identities (whether intentionally or
unintentionally) within asynchronous online discussions? What are the experiences of students
developing social identities within asynchronous online discussions?

Definitions

The following is a list of definitions for the terminology used in the current report.
Affective responses. Forming one of the three categories of social presence, “affective
responses contain personal expressions of emotion, feelings, beliefs, and values” (Swan & Shih,
2005, p. 117).
Asynchronous online discussions. Within asynchronous online discussions, people
communicate with others via the internet but not in real-time (Black, 2005; Garrison et al., 2000;
Palmer et al., 2008). For the purposes of the current report, asynchronous online discussion
refers only to such discussions that are being used for formal educational purposes.
Asynchronous online discussion forum. An asynchronous online discussion forum is an
educational space that can “support online interaction and promote the development of a sense of
community among learners” (Moisey et al., 2008, p. 18).
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Avoidance processes. According to Goffman (1967), avoidance processes are the
methods people use to evade situations that may contain threats to their own faces (see Face,
below).
Avoidance rituals. According to Goffman (1967), avoidance processes are the methods
people use to protect the faces (see Face, below) of the people with whom they are interacting;
individuals are expected “to show respect for the privacy and autonomy of fellow interactants”
through the use of avoidance rituals (p. 62).
Cohesive responses. Forming one of the three categories of social presence, “cohesive
responses are communication behaviors that build and sustain a sense of group commitment,
such as greetings and salutations and group or personal reference” (Swan & Shih, 2005, p. 117).
Computer-mediated communication. Computer-mediated communication can be broadly
defined as "a process of human communication via computers, involving people, situated in
particular contexts, engaging in processes to shape media for a variety of purposes" (December,
1997, para. 3).
E-learning. E-learning is “a broad term that encompasses all learning involving
technology in any way” (Dempsey & Van Eck, 2012, p. 282). E-learning may occur in a face-toface classroom or online, in real time or asynchronously (Dempsey & Van Eck, 2012).
Face. According to Trees et al. (2009), “face refers to the desired self-image individuals
present in interaction with others. Put another way, face is the social presentation of ourselves;
the ‘self’ that we want and believe others perceive us as having” (p. 398).
Facework. Facework refers to “the strategies that interactants use to present, maintain,
and/or restore these preferred identities” (Kerssen-Griep et al., 2003, p. 360).

10
Impression management. Impression management is the process “of crafting our
behavior so that it makes sense to others” (Malone, 1997, p. 1). For the purposes of the current
study, the emphasis is on the transitory social identity that is created, not the more permanent
inner self of the individual, in the style of Goffman (1959). People use impression management
strategies to develop self-images that they believe others will view positively (Döring, 2006,
Goffman, 1959, 1967, 1983; Rosenberg & Egbert, 2011).
Interactive responses. Forming one of the three categories of social presence, “interactive
responses are behaviors that provide evidence that others are attending, such as
agreement/disagreement, approval and referencing previous messages” (Swan & Shih, 2005, p.
117).
Line. The line a person takes is “a pattern of verbal and nonverbal acts by which he
expresses his view of the situation and through this his evaluation of the participants, especially
himself” (Goffman, 1967, p. 5).
Negative face. Negative face is “the desire to be unimpeded in one’s actions” (Brown &
Levinson, 1987, p. 13).
Positive face. Positive face is an individual’s “desire (in some respects) to be approved
of” (Brown & Levinson, 1987, p. 13).
Presentational rituals. The terminology presentational rituals, “encompasses acts through
which the individual makes specific attestations to recipients concerning how he regards them
and how he will treat them in the on-coming interaction” (Goffman, 1967, p. 71). There are four
types of presentational rituals: “salutations, invitations, compliments, and minor services”
(Goffman, 1967, pp. 72-73).
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Self-presentation. Self-presentation is a synonym of impression management. The two
phrases are used interchangeably in the current report, as has been done by other researchers
(e.g., Leary & Kowalski, 1990; Rosenberg & Egbert, 2011).
Social identity. Social identity “is not only an individual’s personal sense of self, it is
something that is in motion, continually constructed through social interaction, and performed in
relation to others” (Brooks, 2014, p. 166).
Social presence. Social presence is “the ability of participants in online discussions both
to perceive other participants as ‘real people’ and to project themselves socially and affectively
into the discussion” (Swan, 2005, p. 20).

Theoretical Constructs

Underlying the current research were two theoretical constructs: impression management
and social presence. This section provides a brief introduction of each of the theoretical
constructs, which are expanded upon in chapter 2.

Impression Management

Each time people interact with others, each person is concurrently creating a social
identity and thus all the individuals involved in the interaction are concurrently engaging in
impression management (Goffman, 1959, 1967; Rawls, 1987). Social identities are continually
being refined in response to the social environment (Becker, 1962; Goffman, 1959; Stone, 1981).
Impression management strategies are used because, “regardless of the particular objective which
the individual has in mind and of his motive for having this objective, it will be in his interests to
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control the conduct of others, especially their responsive treatment of him” (Goffman, 1959, p.
3).
To use Goffman’s (1959) terminology, people generally care about the impressions they
give (consciously) or give off (unconsciously) about themselves. However, whether consciously
or unconsciously, intentionally or unintentionally, any time a person interacts with another
person, impression management is occurring, for each individual is developing or refining a
social identity in relation to the other person (Brissett & Edgley, 1990; Goffman, 1959). Thus, a
person who does not know that he or she is creating a particular impression is still doing so, as is
the person who does not care what others think of him/her (Brissett & Edgley, 1990; Goffman,
1959). In fact, in most instances, people are engaging in impression management without
consciously doing so, often using habitual methods of self-presentation without thinking about
them (Hogan, Jones, & Cheek, 1985; Schlenker, 1980). Yet the same individuals are
simultaneously scanning the social atmosphere for cues regarding others’ impressions of
themselves; if they receive feedback that is incongruent with their expectations, the individuals
are likely to adjust their behavior (Leary & Kowalski, 1990).

Social Presence

Social presence theory has its roots in communication theory (see Short, Williams, and
Christie, 1976). There are many definitions of social presence (Houtman et al., 2014; Picciano,
2002; Rettie, 2003; Swan, 2002; Tu & McIsaac, 2002). For the current study, Swan’s (2005)
definition of social presence was used: “the ability of participants in online discussions both to
perceive other participants as ‘real people’ and to project themselves socially and affectively into
the discussion” (p. 20). Swan’s (2005) definition is based on the three presences—social,
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cognitive, and teaching—that together make up the Community of Inquiry (CoI) framework
(Garrison et al., 2000, 2010). The CoI framework is perhaps the most-often cited model
regarding asynchronous online discussions (Putnam et al., 2012). Swan’s (2005) definition of
social presence was used because it included an analysis of how learners present themselves to
their classmates and instructors, whereas other definitions typically have focused solely on
students’ perceptions of being “affectively connected” to classmates within asynchronous online
discussions (Swan & Shih, 2005, p. 115).

Dissertation Organization

Chapter 1 provided an overview of the key ideas undergirding the current study. In
chapter 2, I briefly review the history of asynchronous online discussions and provide a literature
review of asynchronous online discussion research. I also examine the theoretical constructs,
impression management and social presence, in more detail. In chapter 3, I describe the methods
I used to study social identity formation within asynchronous online discussions and detail my
research plan. In chapter 4, I provide a discussion of the findings of the current study and
examine how the findings of the study relate to the research questions. In chapter 5, I present the
implications of the current study on the use of asynchronous online discussions within
undergraduate classrooms. Additionally, I suggest ideas for further research.

CHAPTER 2
REVIEW OF LITERATURE

In this chapter, I first provide brief summaries of computer-mediated communication
(CMC) and e-learning. I then provide an overview of asynchronous online discussion. Next, I
examine various aspects of research regarding asynchronous online discussions including
learning outcomes, student characteristics, social elements, and critical thinking. In the
following section, I delve into my theoretical constructs: impression management and social
presence. For each, I provide a brief history of the construct, summarize the associated theory,
and then discuss how the construct relates to computer-mediated communication. At the end of
the chapter, I tie the two theoretical constructs together as the foundation of the current research.

Computer-Mediated Communication

CMC is the process of people communicating with the assistance of computers
(December, 1997, para. 3). Communication may be synchronous or asynchronous (Walther,
1992). Although originally applied to text-based communication (Walther, 1996), more recently,
CMC has referred to other types of internet-based communication (Kim, Frank, & Kim, 2014).
Text-based communication in CMC has been considered unique because is not formally
structured in the manner of a handwritten letter or academic paper, nor does it have the fluidity
of an in-person conversation (Adkins & Brashers, 1995). CMC has become a common element
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of modern-day higher education (Brooks & Bippus, 2012). According to Rourke, Anderson,
Garrison, and Archer (1999):
[CMC] is unique among distance education media because of its ability to support high
levels of responsive, intelligent interaction between and among faculty and students while
simultaneously providing high levels of freedom of time and place to engage in this
interactivity. (p. 51)
Despite their communication being textually based, users of CMC are often able to include
emoticons such as  or  to express humor and emotions (Derks, Bos, & Grumbkow, 2008;
Dunlap, Bose, Lowenthal, York, Atkinson, & Murtagh, in press; Lo, 2008). Emoticons may be
used to strengthen a message; they can reflect aspects of messages that are generally expressed
through non-verbal means in face-to-face interaction (Derks et al., 2008; Lo, 2008). CMC users
may also take advantage of other tools to express affective factors: "intentional misspelling (e.g.,
‘soooo good’), lexical surrogates for verbal segregates (e.g., ‘hmmmm’ and ‘ouch’), grammatical
markers, [and] strategic capitalization" (Jaffe, Lee, Huang, & Oshagan, 1998, p. 222). These
practices may allow users to engage in CMC in ways that could facilitate the development of
interpersonal relationships (Derks et al., 2008; Jaffe et al., 1998; Lo, 2008; Walther, 1992).
The ability of modern-day CMC to facilitate interaction in education without requiring
students and teachers to be in the same room has led to the development of e-learning, as
discussed in the section below. E-learning represented a paradigm shift in education (Beldarrain,
2006), facilitated by the internet, personal computers, and mobile devices having become
commonplace in the United States and other parts of the world (Reiser, 2012). The recognition
of CMC as a social environment (Walther, 1992, 1996), the creation of online academic
communities of inquiry (Garrison, Anderson, & Archer, 2000, 2010), and the development of
course structures and instructional practices to facilitate social presence within online
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communities (e.g., Swan, 2002, 2003) have been key milestones in the path towards more
effective e-learning.

E-learning

E-learning refers to the use of technology in any type of learning (Dempsey & Van Eck,
2012, p. 282). In his theory of transactional distance, Moore (1989) described three types of elearning interactions: learner-content, learner-instructor, and learner-learner. As new
technologies have appeared and online education has become more pervasive, e-learning has
expanded due to the increased ease of use and multiple methods of distance education available
(Bliuc, Ellis, Goodyear, & Piggott, 2010). E-learning can be more cost-effective than in-person
teaching methods (Twigg, 2003) and may facilitate higher enrollment numbers without a need
for extra physical space (Driscoll, Jicha, Hunt, Tichavsky, & Thompson, 2012). Moreover,
students who live in remote areas or who are juggling work and/or family responsibilities and
thus who otherwise may not be able to engage in campus-based courses often can participate in
e-learning (Michinov, Brunot, Bohec, Juhel, & Delaval, 2011). When high-quality instructional
design practices have been used, similar rates of student satisfaction have been found between elearning and on-campus courses (Driscoll et al., 2012). That is, many students were satisfied
with courses that included e-learning (Ituma, 2012; Palmer & Hoyt, 2010). According to
Arbaugh (2004), satisfaction increased once students had taken two or more courses
incorporating e-learning, possibly representing an increased understanding and/or comfort level
with e-learning technologies and methods. The use of e-learning has skyrocketed over the last
decade, leading researchers and academic leaders to seek new ways to promote learning
outcomes (Allen & Seaman, 2013, 2016; Dempsey & Van Eck, 2012). One of the key tools of e-
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learning is asynchronous online discussion (Bliuc et al., 2010; Chadwick & Ralston, 2010; Chan,
Hew, & Chang, 2009; Goggins & Xing, 2016; Palmer, Holt, & Bray, 2008; Zhou, 2015).

Asynchronous Online Discussion

Asynchronous online discussions have several names, including threaded discussions
(Adams & van Manen, 2006; Arend, 2009; Clarke & Kinne, 2012; Maurino, 2006; Meyer,
2003), computer-mediated conferencing (Cain & Pitre, 2008; Gunawardena, 1995; Gunawardena
& Zittle, 1997; Moisey, Neu, & Cleveland-Innes, 2008), and electronic discussions (Angeli &
Valanides, 2008; Farruggio, 2009; Fitze & McGarrell, 2008; MacKinnon & Aylward, 2009;
Wang & Chen, 2008). Students have described asynchronous online discussion forums as a
place where instructors ask questions and provide space to post ideas and opinions about in-class
activities and course concepts (Nandi, Hamilton, & Harland, 2012; Yeh & Lahman, 2007).
Online discussions are most commonly a way for students to communicate with each other and
instructors using text and digital tools (Dennen, 2007; Palmer et al., 2008). However, a growing
trend is to include visual images and videos (Clark, Strudler, & Grove; 2015; Howland, Moore,
& Caplow, 2015). Students are typically provided guidelines regarding posting requirements but
otherwise may choose when and with what hardware medium (e.g., desktop computer, laptop,
tablet, smart phone) to write. The ability to engage at the students’ convenience seems to be
asynchronous online discussions’ most obvious benefit (Cheung & Hew, 2004; Yukselturk,
2010).
Miyazoe and Anderson (2010) asserted asynchronous online discussions should be based
on a collective process, orientated toward the collaborative exchange of ideas. Houtman, Makos,
and Meacock (2014) noted that in asynchronous communication, “text and the deployment of
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text must serve the needs of both knowledge co-construction and ongoing relational work” (p.
422). However, while communicative exchanges that collaboratively build knowledge may be
the ideal structure for online discussions (Beth, Jordan, Schallart, Reed, & Kim, 2015; Bryce,
2014; Houtman et al., 2014; Jordan & Daniel, 2010; Mizayoe & Anderson, 2010; Snyder &
Dringus, 2014; Wang, 2013-2014), research has shown that students do not always co-construct
knowledge nor interact with other students (Davies & Graff, 2005; Goggins & Xing, 2016; Lee,
2014; Liu & Yang, 2014; Michinov et al., 2011; Swan, 2002).
There are several advantages to asynchronous online discussions as compared to inperson class discussions: (a) there is time for everyone to participate (Angeli & Valanides, 2008;
Duffy, Duebber, & Hawley, 1998; Yeh & Lahman, 2007), (b) students may take time to reflect
and carefully construct their answers (Biesenbach-Lucas, 2003; Devers, 2011; Garrison et al.,
2000; Moisey et al., 2008; Oztok, Zingaro, Brett, & Hewitt, 2013; Yeh & Lahman, 2007), (c)
there is a permanent written record (Chadwick & Ralston, 2010; Hammond & Wiriyapinit, 2005;
Tu, 2002; Wang & Chen, 2008; Yukselturk, 2010), and (d) students cannot be interrupted while
sharing their thoughts (Andresen, 2009). Additionally, some students have described liking
asynchronous online discussion because they can get feedback on their ideas, read and write
when it is convenient for them, and re-read postings (Hammond & Wiriyapinit, 2005).
Furthermore, students may learn “to customize learning experiences to align with their unique
conditions and expertise” (Ajayi, 2009, p. 96). In order to post in the online discussions,
students must determine which topics to focus upon, what sources to use, and how to organize
efficiently their schedules to complete the necessary reading and writing (Ajayi, 2009). Online
discussions can encourage active learning (Jaffee, 2003) and social interaction (BiesenbachLucas, 2003; Revere & Kovach, 2011).
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Despite the benefits, students have described downsides to asynchronous online
discussion participation (Biesenbach-Lucas, 2003; Hammond & Wiriyapinit, 2005; Hara, Bonk,
& Angeli, 2000; Ke, 2010; Peters & Hewitt, 2010; Yeh & Laman, 2007). In particular, some
students’ dislike the time-intensive nature of online discussions (Biesenbach-Lucas, 2003;
Hammond & Wiriyapinit, 2005; Hara et al., 2000; Ke, 2010; Kehrwald, 2008; Peters & Hewitt,
2010). In a study by Yeh and Lahman (2007), two students (an English major and a history
major) preferred longer postings from their classmates, but other students favored shorter
messages.
Many of the negative comments regarding online discussion appear to be due to its
asynchronous nature. While a group of learners may come to a conclusion in a matter of minutes
in a face-to-face classroom, that same conclusion may take several days or even weeks to reach
in an asynchronous online discussion (Walther, 1996). Students have reported the asynchronous
online discussions were missing the energy of face-to-face conversations, sometimes remaining
on the same topic too long and/or not having the flexibility to move in new directions (Stodel,
Thompson, & MacDonald, 2006). Additionally, students may feel isolated (Baxter & Haycock,
2014; Ferguson, 2010) or miss the opportunity to share frustrations with classmates (Ferguson,
2010). Students have also described feeling frustrated when other students did not participate
and “the rest of the group has to carry these people, which is grossly unfair” (Anderson &
Simpson, 2004, p. 12). Both students and instructors may have a perspective regarding how
asynchronous online discussions should be and thus can be disappointed when the conversations
fail to meet their standards (Tu & Corry, 2003). Furthermore, students sometimes feel online
conversations are too task-oriented, making it difficult to socialize with other students and/or
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instructors (Stodel et al., 2006). Even faculty may believe that online discussions are
inappropriate for collaborative learning (Klemm, 2005).
In blended courses, despite having opportunities to interact in-person, some students still
dislike the lack of vocal and visual cues and worry about miscommunication in the online
discussions (Yeh & Lahman, 2007). Additionally, some participants miss the visual cues of inperson conversations that allow them to determine the trustworthiness of others; these
participants may not feel confident other students are being honest in their written responses
(Stodel et al., 2006). Furthermore, some students worry about how their classmates perceive
their postings; these participants may fear their peers might think them foolish or unscholarly
(Ellis, Calvo, Levy, & Tan, 2004; Stodel et al., 2006). In addition, although students may
recognize the benefit of having time to carefully consider and write their discussion posts, they
sometimes view the reflective process as a pitfall of asynchronous online discussions; many note
the significant amount of time it takes to read classmates’ messages and to develop their own
postings (Anderson & Simpson, 2004; Kehrwald, 2008). Some of the ways researchers have
examined learning outcomes in asynchronous online discussions are described in the section
below.

Predominant Areas of Asynchronous Online Discussion Research

This section examines six areas of research regarding asynchronous online discussions:
learning outcomes, student characteristics, social elements, motivation, size of online groups, and
critical thinking. The section ends with a discussion of the implications of the research regarding
asynchronous online discussion.
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Learning Outcomes
Researchers continue to seek instructional methods that maximize learning outcomes
within asynchronous online discussions (e.g., Bowden, 2012; Darabi, Arrastia, Nelson, Cornille,
& Liang, 2010; Dracup, 2012). Since online discussions are available 24/7, students may take
time to reflect on their classmates’ posts as well as to construct their own messages, thereby
encouraging higher-quality responses (Maurino, 2006; Yeh & Lahman, 2007). In addition,
students may find the need to construct a discussion post will lead them to review their textbooks
or notes (Ajayi, 2009). While many studies have found students describe increased learning
when they participate in online discussions (e.g., Ajayi, 2009; Cain & Pitre, 2008; Chadwick &
Ralston, 2010; Lo, Johnson, & Tenorio, 2011; MacKinnon, 2004; Miyazoe & Anderson, 2010),
others have found only a mild correlation (Davies & Graff, 2005). Importantly, Goggins and
Xing (2016) found a correlation between online discussion participation and evaluation of work
products (as a proxy for evidence of learning) at both the individual and small group level;
increased reading time, posting time, reading frequency, and posting frequency were all
significantly related to higher grades on the given assignment. Most studies have recognized
learning is not an all-or-nothing proposition and there are many factors that influence it. For
example, the level of student participation may play a role, with increased participation
correlating with more learning (Lee, 2014; Michinov et al., 2011; Vonderwell, 2003). Students
may be more likely to skim postings or only read certain postings (e.g., referring to a specific
topic, from a preferred classmate) if they find asynchronous online discussion overwhelming,
and thus may miss critical content (Peters & Hewitt, 2010). Wang and Chen (2008) suggested
instructors provide rules promoting risk-taking and debate. Many studies have sought the
conditions that lead to the highest degree of learning (e.g., Darabi et al., 2010; Garrison,
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Cleveland-Innes, & Fung, 2010; Ke, 2010; Picciano, 2002; Richardson & Swan, 2003; Shea &
Bidjerano, 2009).

Student Characteristics

It has been argued that although some students benefit greatly from educational
technology tools (Amrein-Beardsley, Foulger, & Toth, 2007; Jacobs, 2007), others suffer
(Grasha & Yangarber-Hicks, 2000). People who see themselves as technology-users may have
more self-efficacy, comfort, and desire to use technology, and thus may be more likely to use it
(Benson & Mekolichick, 2007; Ferguson, 2010). Baxter and Haycock (2014) found 21% of
students described themselves as “not confident” in their ability to post in the online discussions
(p. 29). Alternatively, some students, particularly those for whom English is a second language,
may feel more comfortable communicating asynchronously because spelling and grammar tools
are available (Tu, 2002); asynchronous online discussion may also help students integrate course
content with what they already know (Biesenbach-Lucas, 2003). However, procrastinators may
be less likely to do well in online discussion, perhaps due to limited participation and later
posting in the discussions period (Michinov et al., 2011). While introverts tend to like e-learning
(including asynchronous online discussion), extroverts may miss the give-and-take of in-person
dialogue (Harrington & Loffredo, 2010; Ke, 2010). Lin and Overbaugh (2007) found introverts
were more likely to choose asynchronous online discussions over synchronous chats, although
no significant difference was found in attainment of learning outcomes for the two teaching
tools. Although early studies showed the most successful online students were visual learners
who liked to learn independently and who preferred abstract thinking (Benson et al., 2002), more
recent studies have found no significant differences for students with differing learning
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preferences (Neuhauser, 2002; Swan & Shih, 2005; Yukselturk & Bulut, 2007). It does appear,
however, that students who view asynchronous online discussions as useful learning tools are
more likely to “engage in online discussions in a reflective and meaningful way” (Ellis & Calvo,
2004, p. 272).

Social Elements of Asynchronous Online Discussions

Asynchronous online discussions have the potential to foster camaraderie (Revere &
Kovach, 2011) and friendships (Farquharson, 2007). However, students are generally more
likely to participate in the discussions when they find them worthy of their time (Xie,
Durrington, & Yen, 2011); that is, the students must understand the topic and how the online
discussion relates to the goals of the course (Amrein-Beardsley et al., 2007; Dennen, 2005;
Guzdial & Turns, 2000). Although some students may report the social relationships that
develop through online discussions are unnecessary for learning, many students acknowledge
these relationships increase their satisfaction with the course overall (Ke, 2010).
Even though asynchronous online discussions have the capability of a wide range of
interactions (Wang & Chen, 2008), Hara et al. (2000) noted the discussions in their study tended
to be unidirectional; that is, students responded to the instructor directly and did not engage in
conversations with each other. However, there was an effect related to reading classmates’
messages; the students who wrote the most postings were also the students most likely to have
read the postings of their peers (Miyazoe & Anderson, 2010). In addition, some students have
struggled with the lack of available social cues (e.g., tone of voice, body language) and new
communication patterns stemming from asynchronous dialogue (Berge & Collins, 1996;
Coppola, Hiltz, & Rotter, 2002; Murphy & Coleman, 2004; Peters & Hewitt, 2010). Relatedly,
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learners sometimes do not post because they are unsure what to do in the online environment
(Hara et al., 2000). These factors may lead some students to feel disconnected from others, or to
perceive the online communication as less meaningful and/or less real than in-person classroom
dialogue (Merryfield, 2001; Stodel et al., 2006). Some learners reported preferring the instant
feedback and social atmosphere of a physical classroom (Coppola et al., 2002; Hawkes &
Romiszowski, 2001; Stodel et al., 2006; Vonderwell, 2003); however, the need for rapid
feedback may be met when students learn to seek feedback from their peers within asynchronous
online discussion (Burkart, 2010).
Students may invest less emotionally in asynchronous online discussion (Hara et al.,
2000), which can negatively affect learning (Murdoch & Wilson, 2008). Techniques such as
icebreakers (Vonderwell, 2002), technical support early in the semester (Messenio & DeOllos,
2005), and response prompts (Hara et al., 2000) can increase students’ feelings of community
and/or connectedness. Several scholars have suggested more research is needed to identify what
elements of online discussions most positively influence learning (e.g., Houtman et al., 2014;
Ice, Gibson, Boston, & Becher, 2011; Jahng, Nielsen, & Chan, 2010; Mann & Henneberry, 2014;
Zhao, Lei, Yan, & Tan, 2005).

Motivation

Students may admit the key incentive for participation in asynchronous online discussion
is receiving points and/or a grade; learning may not be the students’ primary motivation (Ke,
2010; Yeh & Lahman, 2007). Factors that can decrease motivation include competing
responsibilities, too many people in the group (i.e., too many postings to read), boring topics,
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hurtful or no feedback from the instructor, and a lack of participation from others in the group
(Yeh & Lahman, 2007).
Ellis et al. (2004) discovered while some students use online discussions to understand
course content and to learn about the multiple perspectives of their classmates, other students
posted only minimally because they did not want to give the wrong answer and risk looking
foolish. Baxter and Haycock (2014) also had students report avoiding posting because they
feared seeming unintelligent. Rather than trying to develop high-quality ideas and/or develop a
better understanding of the content through the writing process, students who are worried about
how others perceive them tend to only post the minimal amount required by the instructor
(Baxter & Haycock, 2014; Ellis et al., 2004).

Size of Online Groups

Some studies have examined the pros and cons of small group versus whole class online
discussion. According to Yeh and Lahman (2007), students suggested that groups of five to
seven people are ideal because students feel they are able to read all of their classmates’
messages and then reflect and respond in a high-quality manner. Anderson and Simpson (2004)
reported students liked the social support provided through small group discussions but reported
learning more in whole class asynchronous online discussions. Ke (2010) found a mixture of
whole class and small group discussions provided students with the benefits of hearing the
various viewpoints of all of their classmates as well as the intimacy of repeatedly interacting
with a small group of individuals.
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Critical Thinking
Critical thinking is “reflective decision-making and thoughtful problem-solving about
what to believe and do” (Facione & Facione, 2007, p. 44). Since students have time to carefully
construct and reflect upon their responses within asynchronous online discussions (Adams & van
Manen, 2006; Biesenbach-Lucas, 2006; Devers, 2011), researchers have argued the online
discussions forums have the potential to promote critical thinking (Angeli & Valanides, 2008;
Maurino, 2006). For example, Adams and van Manen (2006) asserted online discussion forums
provide a space for reflection not just on the content students are learning, but also for critically
evaluating the relationship of students’ experiences outside the particular course.
Students appear to agree higher-level thinking and perspective taking is possible in online
discussions (Ajayi, 2009; Anderson & Simpson, 2004; Yeh & Lahman, 2007). Research
participants have reported benefitting from hearing their peers’ differing outlooks regarding
course content (Anderson & Simpson, 2004), including learning from classmates who offered
ideas the learners had not considered previously (Yeh & Lahman, 2007) or from peers who had
professional experience in the field being discussed (Ajayi, 2009). Hearing their classmates’
viewpoints may help some students to develop respect for multiple perspectives (Ajayi, 2009;
Anderson & Simpson, 2004; Yeh & Lahman, 2007). Furthermore, in Anderson and Simpson’s
(2004) study, 73% of students reported reflecting on other students’ postings before creating
their own.
Researchers using the Community of Inquiry (CoI) framework (Garrison, Anderson, et
al., 2000, 2010) have suggested higher-level thinking skills can be developed through writing
within asynchronous online discussions (Akyol & Garrison, 2011; Garrison, Anderson, et al.,
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2000, 2010). Critical thinking skills may be enhanced by the three factors of the CoI framework:
teaching presence, cognitive presence, and social presence. Garrison, Anderson, et al. updated
the definitions of each of these factors in 2010 (see Table 1).
While previous distance education models had examined learners working independently,
the CoI framework was revolutionary in its focus on interpersonal communication (Garrison,
Anderson, et al., 2010), educational processes (Akyol & Garrison, 2011), and the purposeful
construction of the educational environment (Ke, 2010). Additionally, the CoI framework
stressed the unique aspects of asynchronous communication and how these aspects differed from
the features of in-class discussions (Garrison, Anderson, et al., 2010).
Moreover, research outside of the CoI framework has supported the idea that critical
thinking skills can be developed through asynchronous online discussion (Alexander,
Commander, Greenberg, & Ward, 2010; Lapadat, 2007). Online learning has the potential for
facilitating critical thinking (Meyer, 2003; Ng, Cheung, & Hew, 2001; Valle, Oncu, Koksal,
Alford, & Duffy, 2004), due to the ease of exchanging and debating ideas (MacKnight, 2000),
the availability of a permanent record of discussions (Chadwick & Ralston, 2010; Putnam, Ford,
& Tancock, 2012; Wang & Chen, 2008; Yukselturk, 2010) and the facilitation of students
thinking about and researching ideas (Vonderwell, 2003).
By developing discussions that are interesting to students (Dennen, 2005; Kehrwald,
2008) and require clarification, reflection, and explanation to answer (Cook, 2002; Richardson &
Swan, 2010), instructors may develop a structure that lends itself to participants using higherorder thinking in their responses (Aviv, 2000, Yang, 2008). Instructors appear to facilitate
increased critical thinking when they post less frequently, are more purposeful in their postings,
and respond in a neutral fashion (Arend, 2009). Rather than agreeing or disagreeing with
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Table 1
Elements of the Community of Inquiry (CoI) Framework and a Small
Sampling of Studies That Have Utilized Them

Element of
the CoI
Framework

a

Definitiona

Core Componentsb

Examples of Studies

Cognitive
presence

The ability of
learners to make
meaning of the
content and (ideally)
apply it outside of
the classroom

 Triggering event
 Exploration
 Integration
 Resolution

 Akyol & Garrison (2011)
 Darabi, Arrastia, Nelson,
Cornille, & Liang (2011)
 Hosler & Arend (2012)

Social
presence

The extent to which
learners feel a part of
an academic
community in which
they are safe to
collaboratively
explore course
concepts and
develop
interpersonal
relationships with
classmates

 Open
communication
 Group cohesion
 Affective
expression

 Kim, Kwan, & Cho (2011)
 Rourke, Anderson,
Garrison, & Archer (1999)
 Wei, Chen, & Kinshuk
(2012)

Teaching
presence

The ways in which
instructors structure
the learning
activities and
facilitate online
discussions

 Design &
organization
 Facilitating
discourse
 Direct
instruction

 Anderson, Rourke,
Garrison, & Archer (2001)
 Engel, Coll, & Bustos
(2013)
 Nagel & Kotze (2009)

Adapted from Garrison, Anderson, & Archer (2010) and Garrison & Arbaugh (2007)
Adapted from Garrison & Arbaugh (2007)

b
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students, teachers should ask students to extend their thinking or to defend their positions to
others (Arend, 2009; Chan et al., 2009). To assist instructors in the response process, MacKnight
(2000) offered a series of questions that can be used to extend students’ thinking, such as “Could
you explain your reasons to us?” and “What would someone who disagrees say?” (p.40). In a
study of multiple undergraduate courses, Ke (2013) found critical thinking was most evident in
courses in which asynchronous online discussions had a “balanced integration” of instructorstudent, content-student, and student-student interactions (p. 20).
However, there can be barriers to critical thinking in asynchronous online discussions.
Students have been able to demonstrate reading of their classmates’ posts without using higherorder thinking skills such as analysis or synthesis to do so (Miers, Clarke, Pollard, Rickaby,
Thomas, & Turtle, 2007). In addition, discussion participants sometimes appear to have an
expectation of consensus (Hammond & Wiriyapinit, 2005). Students may hesitate to challenge
the ideas of a classmate, fearing dissension may halt the conversation (Miers et al., 2007), be
misunderstood as personal criticism (Biesenbach-Lucas, 2003; Kanuka, 2002), or be considered
offensive (Stodel et al., 2006). In other studies, students have only given similar answers to the
previous messages and thus discussion halted (Amrein-Beardsley et al., 2007; Vonderwell,
2003). Some students report deliberately not replying to postings that were considered
confrontational (Clouder et al., 2006; Peters & Hewitt, 2010; York & Richardson, 2012).
It may be that students see themselves in relation to other people (Gee, 1999) and thus
have “a social desire to agree with others” (Burkart, 2010, p. 86), thus potentially impeding
critical reflection of their peers’ postings. Alternatively, it may be students subconsciously know
that in competitive situations, some people are more likely to withdraw; thus, consensus may be
viewed as more inviting (Ybarra et al., 2010). However, Meyer (2007) found that although
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students rated their peers’ postings highly when both students held similar opinions, learners
gave even higher ratings to postings that were of differing opinions when the messages were
“thoughtful” or “thought-provoking” (p. 13). Alternatively, in Devers’ (2011) study of teaching
about Africa, participants reported feeling they could be more honest and open in online
discussions, compared to campus-based courses, due to the level of anonymity they perceived
within the text-based nature of asynchronous online discussions.
Perhaps adding to the lack of critical thinking, assessment of students within
asynchronous online discussion often does not focus on higher-order thinking skills but instead
on frequency of posting (Ellis et al., 2004; Oliver & Shaw, 2003). In these situations, some
students post as many words as needed to receive credit, but the students may not attempt to
engage cognitively with the content (Peters & Hewitt, 2010). Students report doing the
minimum amount of work needed to receive participation points, but not trying to engage with
the material as they develop their discussion postings (Ellis et al., 2004; Oliver & Shaw, 2003;
Peters & Hewitt, 2010). Additionally, just as with in-person classroom activities (e.g., White,
1992), learners in asynchronous online discussions often demonstrate only superficial
understandings of course material (Angeli, Valanides, & Bonk, 2003; Biesenbach-Lucas, 2003).
While researchers generally concur on the opportunity for critical thinking development within
asynchronous online discussion, they also tend to agree the potential is generally not realized
(Maurino, 2006).

Implications of Asynchronous Online Discussions Research in the Present Day

Building on the findings of the last two decades, research of asynchronous online
discussion appears to be moving forward in exciting new directions. For example, investigators

31
have continued to look at the effects of technology on student satisfaction and perceived learning
(AlJeraisy, Mohammad, Fayyoumi, & Alrashideh, 2015; Kaufmann, 2015; Smith & Kurthen,
2007). Rubin, Fernandes, and Avgerinou (2013) examined the effect of learning management
systems on social, cognitive, and teaching presences. Another research priority has been
identifying ways to support students in their learning. For example, Frisby, Berger, Burchett,
Herovic, and Strawser (2014) suggested strategies instructors can use to create asynchronous
online discussion environments that feel safe and thus can motivate reluctant learners to
participate. In addition, alternatives to asynchronous online discussions (e.g., blogs, wikis,
synchronous voiced discussions) are being studied for their ability to promote participation and
learning (Beldarrain, 2006; Clarke & Kinne, 2012; Hew & Cheung, 2012; Miyazoe & Anderson,
2010). The quest continues for instructional methods that maximize learning outcomes within
asynchronous online discussions (e.g., Bowden, 2012; Darabi et al., 2010; Dracup, 2012).
Research regarding students’ perceptions of asynchronous online discussion, such as the
current study, has been connected to these movements. As early as 1999, Littleton and Häkkinen
argued for the need to understand students’ perceptions of asynchronous online discussions, and
Sullivan and Freishtat (2013) and Zhao (2015) called for additional research regarding students’
self-described experiences as well. In addition, student perspectives appear to influence
motivation and retention (Tsang, 2011). Furthermore, students who perceive teaching and online
interaction as being high quality tend to earn higher grades (Ginns & Ellis, 2007). The interest in
students’ perceptions of asynchronous online discussions was evident in the many studies
conducted, including those using primarily or all quantitative methods (e.g., Asunka, 2008;
Biesenbach-Lucas, 2003; Ellis & Calvo, 2004, 2005; Garrison, Cleveland-Innes, et al., 2010;
Hosler & Arend, 2012; Lo et al., 2011; Moisey et al., 2008; Palmer & Hoyt, 2010; Richardson &
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Ice, 2010; Swan, 2001; Wise, Hausknecht, & Zhao, 2014) as well as those that used all or
primarily qualitative methods (e.g., Adams & van Manen, 2006; Ajayi, 2009; Anderson &
Simpson, 2004; Beth et al., 2015; Bryce, 2014; Çelik, 2013; Ellis et al., 2004; Hammond &
Wiriyapinit, 2005; Kehrwald, 2008; Miers et al., 2007; Niess & Gillow-Wiles, 2013; Peters &
Hewitt, 2010; Sharpe & Benfield, 2005; Stodel et al., 2006; Sullivan & Freishtat, 2013; Tu,
2002; Vonderwell, 2003; Yamagata-Lynch, 2014; Yeh & Lahman, 2007).
While above I discussed literature related to asynchronous online discussions, below I
provide an overview of the theoretical constructs in which I grounded the current study. In
chapter 1, I introduced the ideas of impression management and social presence. In the next
section, I discuss the theoretical underpinnings for these concepts: impression management
theory and social presence theory. I then explain how the theoretical constructs framed the
current study.

Theoretical Constructs

In this section, I describe the theoretical constructs underlying the current study. First, I
discuss impression management theory (Goffman, 1959, 1967, 1983) as it is derived from
symbolic interactionism (Mead, 1934). Next, I examine social presence as it relates to social
presence theory (Short, Williams, & Christie, 1976) and has been more recently defined by Swan
(2005) and others.
Impression Management Theory

Impression management theory, as first developed by Goffman (1959, 1967) was rooted
in symbolic interactionism. Symbolic interactionism is a sociological perspective emphasizing
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the meanings people give to their own actions and to the actions of others. According to
symbolic interactionists, it is not the action a person does that matters most, but rather how the
person and the others around him or her interpret the action. In other words, the meaning of the
action is not inherent in the action itself, but rather in how it is understood by the actor and those
around her or him (Blumer, 1969). As people interact with one another, the interactions shape
the views each person holds of him/herself, which in turn influences how the person acts within
the interaction. Thus, interaction is a process that is constantly evolving as the interactants
engage with another and reflect upon the interaction (Blumer, 1969).
Furthermore, each person’s social identity stems from and is intertwined with the people
around them and the social context—the geographical place and the historical era—in which that
person lives (Cooley, 1902; Mead, 1934; Stryker, 1980). In order for people to interact with one
another, each must be able to define the situation; that is, each individual must be able to infer
some sort of expectations of how the other actors will behave and what will be expected. These
expectations relate to the overall context of the social gathering (Goffman, 1959). Erving
Goffman (1959, 1967, 1983) grounded his work in symbolic interactionism, and asserted when
people know how they are expected to act in a given context, they feel valued and are “motivated
to act in a mutually meaningful situation” (Becker, 1962, p. 121). Crucial to Goffman’s (1959,
1967, 1983) worldview is the perception of language and thought as action (Burke, 1969). Thus,
a key difference between Goffman (1959, 1967, 1983) and other symbolic interactionists is
Goffman’s work (1959, 1967, 1983) focused on behavior and was “not as concerned with
people’s thoughts and interpretations” (Sandstrom, Martin, & Fine, 2003, p. 20).
In Goffman’s (1983) view, social interaction involves a “joint focus of attention” by two
or more people who then engage in a “sustained intimate coordination of action” (p. 3). Adding
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to the complexity of social interaction, the way people consider and thus respond to others is
twofold; one person may think of another as an individual but also characterize her or him as a
member of a particular category (Goffman, 1983). For example, a student, Jenny, will think of
the other students in class as Tom, Mary, and Bill, but simultaneously will categorize them as
classmates, as males/females, as friends/acquaintances/strangers, and so on, and all of these
factors may influence the way Jenny behaves towards the others. “Standing behavior patterns”
(Goffman, 1983, p. 4); that is, the expectations for behavior within a given context (Malone,
1997), also influence people’s actions. Goffman (1967) referred to shared expectations as the
interaction order and believed the interaction order was the foundation for society.

Impression Management

According to Goffman (1959, 1967, 1983), impression management is the process of
actors presenting images of themselves to others and collectively developing social identities as
they interact with one another. Goffman (1959, 1967, 1983) stressed the images the actors are
attempting to present varies according to the social context and their individual goals at the time
of the presentation. Additionally, an actor is never solitarily putting forth a self-image;
impression management is a reciprocal, cyclical process in which all interactants are
participating simultaneously (Goffman, 1959; Strano & Queen, 2012; Zhao, 2005). As people
present themselves to others, they continuously evaluate the performances of themselves and
those around them, and then modify their actions based on their assessments (Goffman, 1959;
Schlenker, 1985; Strano & Queen, 2012; Zhao, 2005). Impression management is also known as
self-presentation (Leary & Kowalski, 1990; Rosenberg & Egbert, 2011).
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People create impressions through verbal and non-verbal means (Brissett & Edgley,
1990; Goffman, 1959; Stone, 1981). As stated by Brissett and Edgley (1990), “To appear before
others is to involve oneself in the process of selfhood” (p. 18). As people create a “multitude of
selves” to match the multiple performances of their lives (p. 18), the individuals develop threads
linking together these social identities. Thus, people’s identities are both stable (in the threads
connecting their multiple selves) and dynamic (to match the performances and other actors with
whom they engage) (Brissett & Edgley, 1990; Goffman, 1959, 1967).
As people consciously engage in impression management, they simultaneously emit
unconscious messages about their roles. Goffman (1959) viewed all behaviors occurring in the
presence of others as “performed, no matter whether it is with ease or clumsiness, with or
without awareness, and with deception or in good faith” (Ding, Erickson, Kellogg, & Patterson,
2012, p. 1097). Whether intentional or not, the way people are perceived may or may not align
with the impressions they mean to present. In other words, every time people interact with
others, they are putting themselves in jeopardy of appearing “in an undesirable light” (Goffman,
1967; p. 41). Most of the time, it behooves everyone within the scene to accept the impressions
given by others, or at least to appear to do so; in other words, everyone mutually agrees upon a
definition of the situation. Agreement does not represent 100% accord, but is simply a
consensus of the most prominent elements of the circumstances (Goffman, 1959). When
impressions are shown to be untrue, all participants—not just the actor who made the false
impression—may feel uneasy or ashamed for the breaking of the tentative agreement. People are
expected to present social identities that are valid, match the context in which the performance is
occurring, and align with the social role they hold within the given context (Goffman, 1959;
Schlenker, 1985).
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Roles

Actors base their self-presentations on the roles they believe they are expected to play
within the given social context (Goffman, 1959). For example, I hold the roles of wife, mother,
college instructor, and graduate student. In some contexts, I play the role of a customer, and in
others, a service provider. Each person plays many roles (Goffman, 1959). According to Hogan,
Jones, and Cheek (1985), “a role is a typified set of responses or a script” (p 176). Goffman
(1959) stated roles are “the enactment of rights and duties attached to a given status” (p. 16).
Roles give us guidelines for both how to behave and how to expect others to act (Eagly, 1987;
Goffman, 1959; R. Hogan, 1983). Thus, social interaction may be thought of as “the reciprocal
influence of individuals upon one another’s actions when in one another’s immediate physical
presence” (Goffman, 1959, p. 15). Understanding the slight cues of others, and then adjusting
our behavior based on these cues, is a key element of social life (Becker, 1962). Thus, although
people are given their roles, they simultaneously shape them as well (Goffman, 1959, 1967).

Facework

According to Goffman (1967), impression management relies on face and facework.
Face is defined as “the positive social value a person effectively claims for himself by the line
others assume he has taken during a particular contact” (Goffman, 1967, p. 5). In other words, a
person’s face is the image she or he desires to present and maintain while interacting with others
(Kerssen-Griep, Hess, & Trees, 2003). However, a face is considered valid only if the other
people within the interaction accept that face (Goffman, 1967, p. 5). A face is generated by a
line, and a line is “a pattern of verbal and nonverbal acts by which [a person] expresses his view
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of the situation and through this his evaluation of the participants, especially himself” (Goffman,
1967, p. 5). Thus, a line is created by a person’s actions, gestures, tone, and spoken words.
Individuals are emotionally attached to their own faces and therefore work to protect
them (Goffman, 1967). However, sometimes maintaining face is not possible. People are said to
be in wrong face if the lines the people present are not entirely consistent with their desired
faces. Furthermore, when people are incapable of having lines, these individuals are said to be
out of face (Goffman, 1967, p. 8). It is to the benefit of everyone if the faces of all individuals
within an interaction are protected. When any member of the interaction is in wrong face or out
of face, everyone involved typically feels shame (Goffman, 1967, pp. 10-11). Thus, in order to
protect their own faces and/or the faces of those with whom they are interacting, people engage
in facework (Goffman, 1967, pp. 12-14). Goffman (1967) referred to facework that was
designed to protect an individual’s own face as having a defensive orientation, and facework
with the intention of protecting the faces of others as having a protective orientation (p. 14).
Furthermore, there are two elements of face that need to be protected: positive face and
negative face (Brown & Levinson, 1987). Positive face refers to “an individual’s desire to be
liked, to be affiliated with others, and to be perceived as competent” (Brown & Levinson, 1987;
Holtgraves, 2001, p. 343). Negative face is “an individual’s desire for freedom and autonomy as
well as to avoid imposition from others” (Brown & Levinson, 1987; Holtgraves, 2001, p. 343).
Both positive face and negative face can be threatened (Brown & Levinson, 1987). However, a
person can offer face support to another person by using presentational rituals to support positive
face, or avoidance rituals to support negative face (Goffman, 1967). Presentational rituals such
as compliments, salutations, offerings, apologies, and minor services are "a show of desiring to
include others" (Chriss, 2003, p. 188; Goffman, 1967) and thus positive face support. Examples
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of avoidance rituals include steering clear of uncomfortable topics as well as providing personal
space and privacy to others; these are forms of negative face support (Goffman, 1967, pp. 6263).

Other Impression Management Theories
It is worth noting there are other impression management theories beyond Goffman’s
(1959) approach (e.g., Jones & Pittman, 1992; Leary, 1995; Schlenker, 1980, 1985, 2003). A
common thread within the theories is the belief people are generally not utilizing selfpresentation strategies to be manipulative. Rather, the purpose of impression management is
typically to enhance one’s own ability to interact with and communicate with others (Döring,
2002; Schlenker, 2003). In other words, the self a person presents to others “is the result of
crafting our behavior so that it makes sense to others” (Malone, 1997, p. 1). What separates
Goffman’s (1959, 1967, 1983) work from the other impression management theories is its
emphasis on the image created within a given moment and social context, not the more enduring
inner self of the individual (Goffman, 1959, p. 252). Impression management theorists generally
agree individuals strive to “maximize the approval and minimize the disapproval of their
audiences” (R. Hogan, 1983, p. 76). People endeavor to avoid the embarrassment and shame
associated with the development of negative impressions that do not mesh with the other people
involved or the given context (Döring, 2006, Rosenberg & Egbert, 2011).

Impression Management within CMC
Several scholars have related Goffman’s work to CMC, although these studies tend to be
outside of the field of education (e.g., Becker & Stamp, 2005; Ding et al., 2012; Ferguson, 2010;
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Knorr Cetina, 2009; Murthy, 2012; Nowak, 2013; Strano & Queen, 2012). Goffman (1967)
stated impression management strategies could occur through the written word in mediated
contexts such as letter writing. Furthermore, in his later work, Goffman (1983) defined
interaction contact as “any occasion when an individual comes into another’s response presence”
(p. 6). Additionally, as early as 1927, Evreinoff argued impression management occurs in every
social interaction, regardless of context, and modern-day researchers agree (e.g., Ding et al.,
2012; Radford, Radford, Conway, & DeAngelis, 2011).
Evidence of impression management strategies has been located in CMC environments
both inside the online classroom (Heikoop, 2013; Muller Mirza, 2015; Smith & Kurthen, 2007)
and in other online environments (Becker & Stamp, 2005; Birnbaum, 2013; Chadwick &
Ralston, 2010; Rosenberg & Egbert, 2011; Strano & Queen, 2012; Yang & Brown, 2016). As
noted by Radford et al. (2011), the difficulty with using self-presentation skills in CMC is not
that CMC “totally lacks a nonverbal component but, rather, that it lacks the sense of flow that
occurs when verbal and nonverbal acts work together in the production of an utterance” (pp. 448449). For example, Waskul and Douglas (2001) studied internet chat rooms and observed, "The
presentation of an on-line self occurs in a manner similar to face-to-face interaction. A self must
be presented, negotiated, and validated in an ongoing process of interaction" (p. 385). In an
asynchronous CMC environment, however, people must use their self-presentation skills without
the assistance of immediate feedback (Birnbaum, 2013; B. Hogan, 2010; Lo, 2008; Radford et
al., 2011). Furthermore, there is a permanent record of the impression that can be difficult to
alter later (Birnbaum, 2013; B. Hogan, 2010). However, it may be easier to hide certain
elements of identity within CMC than in face-to-face situations, as there is less opportunity for
involuntary self-disclosure (Walther, 2007). In addition, research participants using CMC were
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often able to overcome a false negative impression held by an interviewer (who in actuality was
also a research participant) but were less able to do so in-person (Walther, Deandrea, & Tong,
2010). All of these factors may shape how people manage their impressions online.
Although the lack of non-verbal cues in CMC could potentially detract from impression
management, social information processing theorists (Walther, 1992) suggest the opposite is
true. Radford et al. (2011) asserted “every aspect of the message’s presentation has potential
communicative value, whether the sender of the message intends it or not” (p. 449). Radford et
al.’s (2011) statement mirrored Goffman’s (1959) assertion that impressions are both given
purposefully and given off unintentionally (p. 2). Additionally, people are often willing to share
more openly in CMC than in face-to-face situations (Joinson, 2001). Although not universally
true, the lack of social cues may free some people to be their true selves (Bargh, McKenna, &
Fitzsimons, 2002; Becker and Stamp, 2005.) In fact, CMC users often use affective factors so
successfully people frequently develop close relationships more quickly than had the two
individuals met face-to-face (Hancock & Dunham, 2001; Walther, 1996). At the same time,
people sometimes use CMC to experiment with identity formation and self-presentation skills.
Becker and Stamp (2005) found those participants who were most motivated to present positive
self-images were the people most likely to misrepresent themselves, with some people presenting
multiple identities within the same CMC environment.

Impression Management in Online Discussions

Although a thorough literature review uncovered little research regarding impression
management within asynchronous online discussions, a great deal of related research exists that
can inform current and future studies. Impression management appears to occur in CMC
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(Burkart, 2010), despite the lack of visual cues (e.g., appearance, clothing) that often shape
impressions in face-to-face interactions (Walther, 2007). In on-campus class discussions,
students may find visual cues reassuring, and the lack of indicators online can leave students
feeling suspicious (Stodel et al., 2006) or anxious (Peters & Hewitt, 2010; Yeh & Lahman,
2007). For some students, the lack of visual cues may heighten their ability to develop academic
and professional identities (Smith & Kurthen, 2007). Yet other students may not feel able to
project desirable self-images within the asynchronous online discussion, possibly leading to
anxiety and/or minimal participation in the online discussions (Ferguson, 2010; Hara et al.,
2000). Additionally, females and students from marginalized racial groups may struggle with
the same social inequalities online that exist offline (Heikoop, 2013). In order to be successful in
asynchronous online discussion, students must “push through their discomfort” and present a
self-image without being able to develop even the limited sense of trust an initial face-to-face
meeting can provide (Koole & Parchoma, 2012, p. 207).
Asynchronous online discussions used in education may differ from other forms of CMC.
For example, with Facebook, a person is self-presenting to others whom that person selected to
be able to read the newsfeed (Birnbaum, 2013). However, within educational online discussions,
students cannot control who sees their messages. Students may perceive two different audiences
for their postings: instructors and classmates, and have differing goals related to these audiences
(Meyer, 2007). Students may try to present themselves to instructors as intelligent and “worthy
of a good grade” (Smith & Kurthen, 2007, p. 460-461). Leary and Allen (2011) asserted
students were slightly more likely to present themselves in a more positive light to instructors
than to classmates. Furthermore, students’ self-presentation strategies to classmates were closer
to the students' views of themselves (Leary & Allen, 2011).
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Students are accountable to both their peers and instructors in asynchronous online
discussions, but at the same time, classmates and teachers may have very different perspectives
on what postings should include (Meyer, 2007). Some instructors and students expect
asynchronous online discussion communication to be more formal than other CMC
communication (e.g., social media) and the formality may impede how students present their
feelings and virtual gestures (Smith & Kurthen, 2007). In Tu’s (2002) study, students
communicated more formally when instructors were present in the online conversations than
when only classmates would be reading their postings, even when instructors just observed the
online discussions. Behaviors associated with formality including staying on topic, increased
clarity and politeness, less use of humor, and efforts to “not show their personality” (p. 14).
When asked the reasons for the behaviors, students said they were behaving the way they
believed students and instructors interacted offline. In addition, students reported wanting to
avoid informality potentially negatively affecting their grades (Tu, 2002). Furthermore, some
students may believe the text-based nature of online discourse adds an expected level of
expertise to messaging and so the students may only post when they are confident in their
answers and feel they have something substantive to add to the conversation (Baxter & Haycock,
2014).

Summary of Impression Management Theory

In summary, impression management theorists examine how people develop social
identities as they interact with others. Impression management theorists analyze both conscious
and unconscious behaviors, and include verbal and non-verbal communication within their
analyses (Goffman, 1959, 1967, 1983). Goffman (1959) asserted people base their impression
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management strategies on the roles they believe are expected within the given social context, and
it is to the benefit of all involved to accept the impressions of other interactants when possible.
Facework refers to the impression management strategies people use to protect and maintain not
only their own self-presentations, but also those of the people with whom they are interacting
(Goffman, 1967; Kerssen-Griep et al., 2003). Evidence of the use of impression management
strategies has been found in online environments both within and outside of academia. In
asynchronous online discussion, students’ impression management may be mediated by the dual
audiences of instructors and classmates.
In this section, I provided an overview of the theoretical constructs regarding impression
management. I discuss social presence theory in the next section, as it, too, framed the current
study.

Social Presence Theory

A second theory framing the current study is social presence theory, first conceived of by
Short, Williams, and Christie in 1976. Short et al. (1976) defined social presence as the “degree
of salience of the other person in the interaction and the consequent salience of the interpersonal
relationships” (p. 65). Short et al. (1976) speculated social presence is diminished for distance
education courses, due to the lack of nonverbal cues. However, Tanis and Postmes (2003)
argued Short et al.’s (1976) view was too simplistic and reductionist. As the definition of social
presence has evolved, it has been shaped considerably by research on social presence within elearning environments (Lowenthal, 2009; Picciano, 2002; Rettie, 2003; Tu, 2002). Gunawardena
(1995) described social presence as “the degree to which a person is perceived as a ‘real person’
in mediated communication” (p. 151). According to Biocca (1997), social presence occurs
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“when users feel that a form, behavior, or sensory experience indicates the presence of another
intelligence” (section 7.2). Tu (2002) described social presence as “person-to-person awareness,
which occurs in a mediated environment” (p. 34).
For the current study, Swan’s (2005) definition was used: social presence is “the ability
of participants in online discussions both to perceive other participants as ‘real people’ and to
project themselves socially and affectively into the discussion” (p. 20). Swan’s (2005) definition
stemmed from Garrison, Anderson, et al.’s (2000, 2010) CoI framework and the associated
description of social presence as being more than “an emotional sense of belonging” (Garrison,
Anderson, et al., 2010, p. 7). Garrison, Anderson, et al. (2010) described social presence as
“defined in terms of the participants identifying with the community, communicating
purposefully in a trusting environment, and developing interpersonal relationships” (p. 7).
Furthermore, Garrison, Anderson, et al. (2010) contended, “the first priority for most students in
a formal educational context is shared social identity (i.e., the purpose of the course), and not
personal identity” (p. 7), reflecting the assertions of Goffman (1959, 1967, 1983) regarding coconstruction of social identities. Garrison, Anderson, et al. (2010) argued social presence
develops when learners have a chance to develop a trusting environment to explore course goals
together. A trusting environment is built when learners “develop inter-personal relationships by
way of projecting their individual personalities” (Garrison, 2009, p. 352). There are three types
of social presence within the CoI framework: affective (expressions of emotions), cohesive
(demonstrations of cohesiveness), and interactive (reflections on the postings of others) (Rourke,
Anderson, Garrison, & Archer, 2001; Swan, 2002; Swan & Shih, 2005).
As described above, early researchers viewed social presence as a characteristic of the
communication medium. More recently, however, most researchers have agreed social presence
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is a complex construct whose subjective qualities have more of an impact on learning than the
overall learning context (Lowenthal, 2009; Tu & McIsaac, 2002; Yen & Tu, 2008). Kehrwald
(2008) maintained that “social presence is a quality of people in online environments, conveyed
through their use of language, media, and communications tools” (p. 99). Within asynchronous
online discussion research, social presence has been examined sometimes as a social identity
students project to others, and sometimes as learners’ perceptions of their fellow classmates
(Gunawardena, 1995). Swan’s (2005) definition was used for the current study because it
covered both elements of social presence: the projecting of one’s own image as well as sensing
the presence of others.

Application of Social Presence Theory within CMC

According to Gunawardena (1995), the complexity of online social presence is evident by
the many ways it is measured. Some researchers have studied the ways that students project
themselves online as “real people” (Garrison, Anderson, et al., 2000, p. 89), that is, how learners
develop their own social presence. For example, Gunawardena and Zittle (1997) studied how
students use “emoticons” (e.g., ☺) and metalinguistic cues (e.g., <grin>) to express emotion,
provide context to their messages, and add an informal tone, as did Tu (2000) and Tu and
McIsaac (2002). Similarly, Rourke et al. (2001) examined learners’ use of humor or expression
of emotions (affective indicators), questions or the quotation of other messages (interactive
indicators), and the employment of salutation and inclusive pronouns (cohesive indicators).
Swan and Shih (2005) built upon these definitions and described affective responses as “personal
expressions,” cohesive responses as “communication behaviors that build and sustain a sense of
group commitment,” and interactive responses as “behaviors that provide evidence that others
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are attending” (p. 117). For example, Akyol and Garrison (2011) found affective expressions
were higher in the early weeks of class. As students became more familiar with one another,
they used more and more cohesive indicators, signifying their identification with their classmates
as a unified group. Akyol and Garrison’s (2011) findings aligned with the work of Derks et al.
(2003) which found participants were more likely to use emoticons with people with whom they
were familiar rather than with strangers. Akyol, Garrison, and Ozden (2009) discovered students
were more likely to use cohesive indicators in a class using blended learning than in another
section of the same course that was strictly online; the researchers also found social presence was
negatively correlated to the size of the class.
In contrast, other researchers have focused on social presence as an awareness of other
learners. For example, Tu and McIsaac (2002) suggested social presence is best understood
through the dimensions of social context (how learners feel about their social interactions with
others), online communication (learners’ opinions of the communication medium), and
interactivity (their own responses within the online environment); Yen and Tu (2008) updated
the framework to include perceptions of seclusion, or privacy. Aragon (2003) and Tu (2002)
suggested instructors use strategies similar to those of students (e.g., emoticons, metalinguistic
cues) to build social presence. Tu (2002), however, advocated for a strategy to promote the
appropriate use of these tools, for while some use of emoticons and metalinguistic tools
encourages the development of social presence, “overuse may result in confusion, insincerity,
impoliteness, etc.” (p. 18). Aragon (2003) recommended including personal feedback,
interjections of humor, and sharing of personal messages. Likewise, Brown (2001) emphasized
the necessity of instructor participation within asynchronous online discussions to provide
students with encouragement and to model effective participation.
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No matter the definition used, researchers have agreed the focus of online social presence
theory is the student-to-student interactions within asynchronous online discussions
(Gunawardena & Zittle, 1997; Roberson & Klotz, 2002). According to Tu and McIsaac (2002),
social presence is evident in that students say CMC “(1) is stimulating; (2) is expressive; (3)
conveys feelings and emotions; (4) is meaningful; and (5) is easily understood” (p. 143). Social
presence leads to the creation of a learning community: “the fusion of the individual and the
group; the psychological and sociological; the reflective and the collaborative” (Garrison &
Anderson, 2003, pp. 48-49). There is evidence that when students working in small groups do
not engage in community-building behaviors in order to build social presence (but instead jump
straight into task-driven discussions), the groups are more likely to experience discord later in
the semester (Reneland-Forsman, 2012). Students can develop social presence to function as
performative (i.e., as evidence of being present in the discussions), relational (i.e., as being part
of a meaningful interaction, as developing relationships with others), or both (Kehrwald, 2008).
Although she did not use the terminology social presence, Lapadat (2007) used the CoI
framework (Garrison, Anderson, et al., 2000, 2010) as part of the foundation for a discourse
analysis of asynchronous online discussions. Lapadat (2007) found 13 discourse devices that
promoted community: “the use of greetings, references to social situations outside of the course,
the use of colloquialisms and teacher jargon, social comments, self-disclosure, anecdotal asides,
requests for or offers of help, supportive remarks, the use of humor, invitation to comment, the
use of inclusive language, alignment, and the use of familiar genres” (p. 67). Peters and Hewitt
(2010) reported students were more likely to read and respond to their classmates’ postings when
the messages had a conversational, non-academic, tone. Furthermore, there is evidence the
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inclusion of audio (Ice, Curtis, Phillips, & Wells, 2007) and video (Borup, West, & Graham,
2012) can increase social presence, as compared to text-based asynchronous online discussions.

The Benefits of Social Presence

Social presence is related to a variety of positive outcomes. For example, increased
social presence may correlate with higher grades (Swan & Matthews, 2012) and students’ selfreports regarding learning (Swan & Shih, 2005). In addition, there is evidence social presence
builds cognitive presence, thus potentially leading to greater learning outcomes (Garrison,
Cleveland-Innes, et al., 2010; Goggins & Xing, 2016; Ke, 2010; Shea & Bidjerano, 2009; Wang
& Chen, 2008). Additionally, students who experience social presence in asynchronous online
discussions may find the experiences to be more meaningful and pleasant (Rourke et al., 1999)
and score higher on essay exams (Picciano, 2002). Learners who perceive high social presence
tend to be more satisfied with their classes (Akyol & Garrison, 2008; Gunawardena & Zittle,
1997; Horzum, 2015; Ke, 2010; Richardson & Swan, 2003; Russo & Benson, 2005; Swan &
Shih, 2005). Furthermore, although instructor presence is important in determining student
satisfaction, social presence appears to play an even bigger role in how students perceive the
course (Richardson & Swan, 2003). However, when group interaction is not mandatory for a
particular course, learner-learner interaction may not play a role in satisfaction (Kuo, Walker,
Schroder, & Belland, 2014). Additionally, Traver, Volchok, Bidjerano, & Shea (2014) found no
statistical difference in social presence between students who completed college courses and
those who did not complete.
It should be noted, however, that Leong (2011) found cognitive absorption could be an
intermediary factor between social presence and satisfaction. Furthermore, it appears it is not the
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frequency of interactions that influences learning, but the quality of the interaction (Tu &
McIsaac, 2002). If students perceive the asynchronous online discussions as too social and not
content-based, the discussions may be considered superfluous (Baxter & Haycock, 2014),
potentially leading to decreased learning (Lee, 2014; Peters & Hewitt, 2010; Rourke et al.,
1999). Students should be encouraged to develop social presence through collective discussions
of the content, not just friendly dialogue (Garrison & Arbaugh, 2007; Kozan & Richardson,
2014). Moreover, it may be considered surprising that students’ perceptions of their own social
presence are not a significant factor in their levels of satisfaction (Russo & Benson, 2005).

Summary of Social Presence Theory

In summary, social presence was historically viewed as a characteristic of the
communication medium (Short et al., 1976) but has been recognized as being more complex
(Lowenthal, 2009; Tu & McIsaac, 2002; Yen & Tu, 2008). As described above, social presence
often correlates to positive outcomes for students in regards to satisfaction and learning.
However, there is still much that is not understood about the relationship between students’
experiences and social presence and more research is needed (Lowenthal, 2009; Çelik, 2013;
Swan & Shih, 2005). The current study helps to fill this need.

Application of Theoretical Constructs within Current Study

The current study examined social identity formation including (a) impression
management using facework and (b) the development of social presence within asynchronous
online discussions in higher education. Previous research has demonstrated undergraduate
students consciously self-present to impress their peers; Birnbaum (2013) referred to the desired
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impression as generally being one of “a good undergraduate” although the phrase meant different
things to various participants (p. 155). In asynchronous online discussion, the audience includes
both classmates and professors. Students think about what aspects of their identities should be
presented to instructors (Strano & Queen, 2012). What it means to be good college students may
or may not be the same in an academic setting, such as asynchronous online discussions, as in a
peer-focused setting such as Facebook. Students may have very different meanings of their own
roles within asynchronous online discussions, and these roles may affect either the frequency (or
lack thereof) and quality of their participation.

Summary
In summary, students’ social identity formation within asynchronous online discussions
can be studied through impression management theory (Goffman, 1959, 1967) and social
presence as it has been represented as part of the CoI framework (Garrison, Anderson, et al.,
2000, 2010). For the current study, social identity formation was studied using impression
management through facework (Goffman, 1967) and the development of social presence (Swan,
2002; Swan, 2005; Swan & Shih, 2005). Facework was defined as “the strategies that
interactants use to present, maintain, and/or restore…preferred identities” (Kerseen-Griep et al.,
2003, p. 360). Social presence was defined as “the ability of participants in online discussions
both to perceive other participants as ‘real people’ and to project themselves socially and
affectively into the discussion” (Swan, 2005, p. 20). There was overlap in these two concepts, as
many of the facework strategies also facilitated the development of social presence. For
example, the use of greetings within online discussion is considered both a presentational ritual
that protects the faces of other interactants (Goffman, 1967) as well as a cohesive indicator of
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social presence (Swan, 2002; Swan & Shih, 2005). The intersection between impression
management and social presence had previously been noted by Ding et al. (2012), Houtman et al.
(2014), and Radford et al. (2011).
Instructors need to understand how students experience asynchronous online discussions
in order to develop discussions that truly meet the needs of the students and thus allow for the
highest degree of learning. Examining students’ attitudes, beliefs, and behaviors regarding
asynchronous online discussions is the next step in developing high-quality platforms for
learning. In addition, Houtman et al. (2014) have called for further research regarding the
juncture between social presence and impression management. Developing a sense of how
students engage in impression management is an important aspect of asynchronous online
discussions participation that is relatively unexplored. While this chapter reviewed the current
literature relevant to the current study, the next chapter discusses the methodology used in the
current study.

CHAPTER 3
METHODOLOGY

This chapter describes the current study, a qualitative case study of social identity
formation within asynchronous online discussions. I first examine the process of selecting a
research approach and then explain the framework underlying the methodology. Later, I
describe the research setting, participants, data collection procedures, and analytical techniques.
The chapter ends with criteria for evaluating the study and an overview of later chapters.

Research Paradigm

No matter what type of research is being conducted, there are certain philosophical
assumptions that underlie the research design (Creswell, 2007). The paradigm or worldview of
the researcher refers to the philosophical stance adopted by researchers to shape their decisionmaking processes (Denzin & Lincoln, 1994). “It is the choice of paradigm that sets down the
intent, motivation and expectations for the research. Without nominating a paradigm as the first
step, there is no basis for subsequent choices regarding methodology, methods, literature or
research design” (Mackenzie & Knipe, 2006, para. 4). Denzin and Lincoln (1994) argued that
research, often based on experiments, traditionally comes from a positivist paradigm. Positivists
believe that there is only one reality and that the goal of research is to measure facts about that
reality (Krauss, 2005). Thus, “data and its analysis are value-free and data do not change
because they are being observed” (Krauss, 2005, p. 760). Denzin and Lincoln (1994) then
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contrasted positivism with the philosophical assumptions made by qualitative researchers.
Creswell (2007) defined several assumptions related to a qualitative worldview.


There is no objective truth; reality is subjective and individual.



Research should be conducted in the participants’ natural setting; the researcher is
striving to understand the phenomenon from the participants’ perspectives.



Researchers should explicitly state their own values and biases. In reports, the study
investigators should admit that data findings are their interpretations of the data
(although the investigators should also provide sound evidence to support their
findings).



Researchers should use first-person pronouns, strive to create engaging narratives,
and “employ the language of qualitative research” (p. 18)



Researchers should use inductive analysis to develop analytic generalizations from
the particulars of a case (or cases); an evolving research design is used.

I approach research from a qualitative worldview and thus have selected a research topic that
lends itself to qualitative analysis. According to Maurino (2006), there is a need for “rich, in
depth data” regarding asynchronous online discussions (p. 14), and the call for qualitative
research regarding asynchronous online discussions has been echoed by Littleton & Häkkinen
(1999), Lowenthal (2009), Sharpe and Bennefield (2005), Swan and Shih (2005) and Sullivan
and Freisthtat (2013). Hammond and Wiriyapinit (2005) discussed the gap evident in
asynchronous online discussion research with its focus on quantitative results; these researchers
stated the quantitative studies provided a “breadth of information” but gave “no direct insight
into the experience of the students, or their perspective on the nature of the discussions that had
taken place” (p. 293). The current study aimed to provide such insight.
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Research Design Selection

Researchers should select the methodology that is most appropriate for the research
problem (Guba, 1981). According to Creswell (2007), researchers may select from five research
designs for qualitative inquiry: narrative, grounded theory, ethnography, phenomenology, and
case study. The case study approach was selected for the current study because it was the one
most fitting to the topic of study and related research questions: “Case study research involves
the study of an issue explored through one or more cases within a bounded system (i.e., a setting,
a context)” (Creswell, 2007, p. 73). The many reasons a case study methodology fit with the
current study are discussed below.

Theoretical Approach: The Case Study Approach

With theoretical constructs grounded in sociology and education, the current study was
influenced by research in both fields. The case study approach has been used extensively in both
disciplines (Yin, 2014) and is the foundation of the current project. Case study research may be
considered a methodology (Thomas, 2003), a process for selecting the object of research interest
(Stake, 2005), or a comprehensive research strategy (Yin, 2014). Creswell (2007) described the
case study approach as “a methodology, a type of design in qualitative research, or an object of
study, as well as a product of the inquiry” (p. 73).
Per Yin (2014), a case study is “a study that investigates a contemporary phenomenon in
depth and in its real world context” (p. 237). Case studies can provide insight into how the
phenomenon is understood and socially enacted by the participants of the particular case (Dyson
& Genishi, 2005). The case is not the same thing as the phenomenon being studied; the same
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phenomenon may have different characteristics in different cases (Dyson & Genishi, 2005; Yin,
2014). Dyson and Genishi (2005) described the difference as a “relationship between a grand
phenomenon and mundane particulars” (p. 4). Yin (2014) argued the case study approach is a
particularly useful strategy when it is difficult to establish the boundaries between the
phenomenon and the setting in which it is located; however, Creswell (2007) advocated for the
case study approach when the boundaries between phenomena and context are clearly defined.
In comparison to other qualitative research designs, a case study may not begin with the
development of research questions, but instead with the identification of a specific case. For the
current study, the questions and case were co-developed and influenced each other as ideas for
research took form, as suggested by Yin (2014). Cases must be bounded by parameters
including specific spaces, times, people, and social events, although it can be difficult to
differentiate between the phenomenon and its boundaries; bounding is part of the work of the
researcher (Yin, 2014). Unlike research using grounded theory or ethnographic designs, an
extensive literature review of relevant theory is conducted prior to data collection (Yin, 2014);
for the current study, the literature review is available in chapter 2. Similarly, Dyson and
Genishi (2005) suggested the importance of conducting a literature review prior to beginning a
case study. Yin (2014) discussed how a theoretical perspective helps researchers to limit the
scope of their project and provides a lens for thinking about data. Furthermore, Dyson and
Genishi (2005) argued there are multiple possible case studies within any given context, and
having a theoretical framework helps researchers to angle their vision, that is, to emphasize
certain elements of data related to their research interests. However, researchers must also
occasionally take time to widen the lens of observation so important elements of the context are
not missed (Dyson & Genishi, 2005).
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It is typical in case studies to use triangulation, that is, to have multiple sources of data
(Berg & Lune, 2012; Creswell, 2007; Dyson & Genishi, 2005). Having multiple sources of
evidence allows researchers to corroborate findings and strengthen assertions using qualitative or
quantitative methods, and data may consist of interviews, documents, physical artifacts, and
observations (Schramm, 1971; Yin, 2014). Data analysis focuses on piecing the data together to
display the larger picture (Baxter & Jack, 2008). The use of various strategies increases the
validity and reliability of each one, as the limitations of each are reduced by the others (Akyol &
Garrison, 2011; Thomas, 2003). Hammond and Wiriyapinit (2005) noted there are methods of
triangulation; that is, findings can be analyzed for consistency, contrast, or complementarity. In
other words, the findings can be analyzed for their similarities, differences, or unique
characteristics.

Benefits of Methodology as it Relates to the Current Study

Case study research is the ideal methodology for situations in which the primary research
questions begin with “how” or “why,” the researcher is working in a natural context and cannot
manipulate the behaviors of the participants, and the study is of a contemporary (i.e., not
historical) nature (Yin, 2014). These were descriptors of the current study. There were many
more reasons case study methodology was the most appropriate approach to the research topic,
as examined below.
First, asynchronous online discussions are a subset of e-learning, and e-learning is
complex (Akyol & Garrison 2011). A case study examines many variables within a given
context and with a small number of people, sometimes as few as one person (Creswell, 2007;
Yin, 2014). The focus on the many variables within one context allows for in-depth
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understanding of a case (Creswell, 2007) and is suitable for studying complex social phenomena
(Yin, 2014). In a case study, the researcher is striving to understand “the messy complexity of
human experience” (Dyson & Genishi, 2005, p. 3). That is, the researcher is not just observing
how participants behave, but is seeking to understand the meanings participants ascribe to their
own behaviors, i.e., the experiences from the participants’ points-of-view (Baxter & Jack, 2008).
Conducting research with a focus on understanding participants’ interpretations of events allows
investigators to examine the specific and often hidden aspects of everyday life and thus to
understand better how details matter (Erickson, 1986).
Second, it is difficult to separate asynchronous online discussions from their context
(Dennen, 2005). Case studies are the ideal methodology when the line between the context and
the phenomenon is fuzzy (Yin, 2014). An example of fuzziness is evident in the use of
asynchronous online discussion, a specific instructional tool, in higher education. As students
participate within an online discussion forum, how does the tool itself affect their actions? How
much are students impacted by the setting of their school, and, in a particular course, by the
instructor? What role does the learning management system (LMS), that is, the technology in
which the asynchronous online discussions are housed, play? According to Dennen (2005),
when it is difficult to separate the phenomenon from the context, a descriptive case study
methodology is the logical choice. Descriptive studies examine the events that have occurred
(Schramm, 1971) and describe the phenomena being studied, its context, and the relationship
between the two (Baxter & Jack, 2008; Yin, 2014).
Third, the current study used multiple types of data, including online transcripts and
interviews. Case studies encourage the use of various sources of data to provide a more holistic
representation of the phenomenon (Baxter & Jack, 2008; Hammond & Wiriyapinit, 2005;
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Onwuegbuzie & Leech, 2004; Yin, 2014). The case study approach allows researchers “to
capture various nuances, patterns, and more latent elements that other research approaches might
overlook” (Berg & Lune, 2012, p. 327). Furthermore, the case study method can be adapted to
electronic data (Yin, 2014).
Fourth, although not explicitly stated in the research questions, the topic of social identity
formation within asynchronous online discussion implicitly included an analysis of decisionmaking as students formed these identities. The case study method was appropriate for
illustrating how decision-making occurred in a given context and over a period of time
(Schramm, 1971). Baxter and Jack (2008) offered a similar example of a case regarding the
experiences of participants that included (but did not primarily focus on) the decision-making
aspects.

Research Design

The current study was a qualitative, descriptive case study. Participants were interviewed
and select asynchronous online discussion transcripts from previous courses were retrieved. In
this section, I present my research questions and discuss how the methods used best fit the
research questions.

Research Questions

It is important to understand how students experience and perceive asynchronous online
discussions (Hammond & Wiriyapinit, 2005; Sullivan & Freisthtat, 2013) and how social
identities are formed online (Birnbaum, 2013; Grasmuck, Martin, & Zhao, 2009; Yang & Brown,
2016). Using Yin’s (2014) assertion that case study research questions should begin with “how”
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or “why,” the research questions developed for the current study were (1) how do students use
impression management to develop social identities (whether intentionally or unintentionally)
within asynchronous online discussions; and (2) how do students’ perceptions of asynchronous
online discussions affect their social identities within asynchronous online discussions?

Role of the Researcher

When using a qualitative paradigm, a high-quality research report should include a
section regarding the researcher’s role, including their biases and assumptions (Creswell, 2003).
I entered the current study with three main biases: my strong appreciation of the ideas of Erving
Goffman (1959, 1967, 1983), my views on education, and my experiences teaching using
asynchronous online discussions. First, I generally agreed with the ideas presented by Goffman
(1959, 1967, 1983). While critics have disparaged Goffman’s (1959) use of a dramatic play as a
metaphor for life, Giddens (2009) said, “I see no particular difficulty in comparing aspects of
social life to the theater, and it is an idea that goes back centuries” (p. 293). I agree with Giddens
(2009) and Goffman (1959, 1967, 1983), as did Schlenker (1980, 1985, 2003). Goffman’s
(1959, 1967, 1983) ideas made sense to me on a visceral level and fit within my worldview. For
example, when I read Goffman’s (1959) assertion that people develop identities based on context
and thus one cannot be considered without the other, I thought of how I have managed my own
identity based on context. For example, the way I have presented myself when at home with my
family has varied from my manner of doing so at a business meeting. Goffman (1959, 1967,
1983) asserted people want others around them to develop a particular impression and thus
engage in specific behaviors to facilitate the desired impressions. I agreed with Goffman’s
(1959, 1967, 1983) ideas not just because of the research confirming his assertions, but also
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because his ideas reflected my own experiences. Per Giddens (2009), Goffman (1959, 1967,
1983) was trying to draw readers in and let them reach the conclusion that what he said mirrored
their day-to-day lives. As described by Schliebe (1985), “[Goffman] had the capacity to make
the most familiar observation a source of strange and fascinating insight” (p. 56). The long list
of scholars who have utilized Goffman’s (1959, 1967, 1983) theories in their scholarly work
(e.g., Becker & Stamp, 2012; Birnbaum, 2013; Burke, 1969; Ding, Erickson, Kellogg, &
Patterson, 2012; Hogan, 2010; Radford, Radford, Conway, & DeAngelis 2011; Sandstrom,
Martin, & Fine, 2003; Strano & Queen, 2012; Yang & Brown, 2016) suggested I was not alone
in my acceptance of Goffman’s (1959, 1967, 1983) ideas. Yet at the same time, I differed with
Goffman (1959, 1967, 1983) in one significant way; I was interested in how students understood
and interpreted their own behaviors, and thus included participant interviews in the current study.
Goffman (1959, 1967, 1983) was only interested in behavior that could be observed; he was not
interested in how people interpreted their own behavior (Schliebe, 1985; Schlenker, 1985).
Goffman’s (1959, 1967, 1983) lack of interest in interpretation is perhaps the most-often heard
criticism of his work (Schliebe, 1985; Schlenker, 1985).
Second, as an educator, I operated from certain theoretical frameworks to inform my
teaching practices and the theories heavily influenced how I viewed higher education overall.
For example, I agreed that language, learning, and culture are all intertwined (Blumer, 1962;
Vygotsky, 1978). I believed students learn best by engaging actively with content; course time
should include a great deal of problem-solving, small group activities, and experiential learning;
and teaching should not be purely lecture-based (Stigler & Hiebert, 1999). I thought that when
students discussed and applied the content—rather than just listened to someone tell them about
it, or read about in a textbook—the mental effort involved facilitated not just remembering but
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also understanding (Kyriacou & Marshall, 1989). Additionally, I believed learning is social
(Vygotsky, 1978), and discussions of content facilitated learning (Brufee, 1993; Kolb, 1984). I
believed the purposeful incorporation of social interaction into the learning environment could
facilitate greater learning outcomes (Schunk, 2004; Tsang, 2011; Vygotsky, 1978). I accepted as
true the work of Knowles (1984) who demonstrated that adults learn more through engagement
with others and discussion of the new concepts being presented. I believed students need to
construct their own learning through developing meaning from experiences (Duffy &
Cunningham, 1995) and what “the community accomplished will be greater than the sum of
individual contributions” (Scardamalia & Bereiter, 2003, p. 1371). I accepted that new learning
must be connected to previous understandings (Caffarella & Barnett, 1994) and asynchronous
online discussions were supportive of social constructivist learning (Hammond & Wiriyapinit,
2005; Harasim, 2012). All of these ideas informed my mindset regarding education and thus,
whether intentionally or not, influenced my perspective on the current research study, including
my analysis and interpretation of the data.
Third, I was teaching at the institution where I collected data, and had done so for
approximately four years prior to data collection. In addition, I had spoken extensively with
students about asynchronous online discussions prior to the current study’s inception. I first
became interested in asynchronous online discussions because I heard so much negative
feedback from students. However, like Stodel, Thomas, and MacDonald (2006), I saw evidence
of learning in the use of online discussions within my classroom. Based on the discrepancy, I
completed several small, informal research projects as part of my graduate work. I did not share
my findings outside of my graduate classrooms, but entered the current study having spoken to
students through individual interviews and a focus group about their likes and dislikes, as well as
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their suggestions and their complaints, regarding asynchronous online discussions. I thus did not
enter this project as a tabula rasa (blank slate), but instead with ideas about students’
perspectives as well as my own experiences teaching using asynchronous online discussions.

Researcher Assumptions
A second part of researchers’ roles in qualitative research pertains to assumptions held.
While it is expected that researchers enter studies with previously held assumptions, it is
important the investigators explicitly identify their biases (Creswell, 2003). With a background
in sociology, I was heavily influenced by the work of Mead (1934). In his seminal work, Mind,
Self, and Society, Mead (1934) argued that context affects human behavior and social
interactions, and, in fact, behavior cannot be understood without a consideration of the
surrounding environment. As a part of this belief or worldview, sociologists (e.g., Ferguson,
2010; Jaffee, 2003), including myself, have assumed student interaction, roles, and expectations
within an online environment are different from campus-based classrooms and thus are worthy
of study.
Goffman (1959, 1967) asserted people use impression management in every social
interaction, and a large body of research has supported his assertion (e.g., Birnbaum, 2013;
Hogan, 2010; Papacharissi, 2002; Radford et al., 2011; Smith & Kurthen, 2007; Yang & Brown,
2016; Zhao, 2005). My assumption going into the current study was that there would be
evidence of social identity formation within asynchronous online discussions and I would be able
to locate elements of social presence and the use of impression management strategies in the
transcripts. In addition, I believed I would find (while acknowledging I could have been wrong)
social identify formation changing and growing throughout students’ college careers. In
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addition, I assumed there was a problem with using graduate student research to inform
undergraduate instructional practices and policies. However, I acknowledged it was possible that
findings from studies using graduate courses could apply equally to all students.

Procedures

As the current study being described is a qualitative case study that was about
individuals, not organizations, the data collected included individual behavior, attitudes, and
perceptions (Yin, 2014). Below I discuss the setting, ethical issues, the process for beginning the
case study, and data collection.

Setting

The setting for the study was a four-year university in the Midwest. At that university,
almost all courses were offered in an eight-week format. Some courses could be taken in an
online format; however, the majority of courses were blended (i.e., approximately half of the
coursework was online, and approximately half took place within an on-campus classroom) and
a few courses were offered on-campus, with minimal online work. It was university policy that
all online and blended courses included at least one online discussion forum each week for the
first seven weeks, and many courses required two discussion forums. Furthermore, policy
dictated that students must post on at least three different days within each weekly forum. The
data collection site was purposefully selected because students engaged in asynchronous online
discussions in nearly every course at the university.
Students were recruited from Technology, Society, & Culture, a capstone course for
students approaching graduation (i.e., seniors) in the Liberal Arts & Sciences (LAS) College. I
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did not teach the LAS capstone course, although I was concurrently teaching a different course
during the data collection period, and had taught at the institution for approximately four years
prior to the current study. While developing the current study, I had arranged to work with a Site
Liaison to provide access to data as well as logistical support. The Site Liaison was the Faculty
Chair for Liberal Arts and Sciences and Health Sciences and served as the supervisor of my
teaching prior to and during the data collection period.

Participants

For the current case study, the experiences of five students each served as a case to be
studied individually, and then across cases (Yin, 2014). Four or five cases are typically the
maximum number of cases that can be studied in-depth in a cross-case analysis (Creswell, 2007).
While the study of just one student’s experiences could have been illuminating and allowed for
even more depth of investigation, having multiple cases led to a more robust, persuasive study
(Thomas, 2003; Yin, 2014). The five participants selected pseudonyms to mask their identities
as part of the current study. Data from two participants, Marti and Jessica, were collected in
March-April 2015. Data from three participants, Al, Jay, and Mark, were collected in May-June
2015.
The participants were students who were 20-25 years old (i.e., what many consider to be
the traditional college ages for seniors) and held senior status at the university. There are many
research studies demonstrating the differences between non-traditional students (those who are
older than 25 years of age) versus students who are traditional-age (e.g., Gilardi & Guglielmetti,
2011; Ke, 2013; Ross-Gordon, 2011). Given the small percentage of asynchronous online
discussion studies including undergraduate students (Maurino, 2006), the current study included
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only students in the traditional college-age range, in order to ensure their asynchronous online
discussion experiences were added to the body of literature.
Perhaps of note, I had previously taught two of the research participants, Mark and Jay.
Both participants had taken my sociology class, in different semesters. At the time of data
collection, neither Jay nor Mark was a student of mine. Furthermore, the grades from the
sociology courses in which I had taught the participants had been finalized weeks or months
before. Furthermore, both students were only weeks from graduation and thus there was no
concern I would be their instructor in the future. According to Mark, “You helped us when you
taught us, and you were pretty cool, so now it is our turn to help you.” Mark and Jay chose to
participate based on having known me as an instructor. In order to avoid bias, I asked Jay and
Mark not to select a course for asynchronous online discussion transcript analysis in which I was
their instructor. However, Jay must not have heard me, as he did select the sociology class I had
taught as one of the courses to be included for data analysis. I opted to analyze the online
transcript but did not ask about the sociology course as part of Jay’s individual interview, in an
attempt to minimize instructor bias.
As discussed in chapter 2, much of the research regarding asynchronous online
discussions and, in particular, student perceptions of asynchronous online discussions, has been
conducted in teacher training and/or graduate courses. Students from one field may not be
representative of students in other fields, and graduate students may not be representative of
undergraduates (Maurino, 2006; Wang & Chen, 2008). A distinction is made between pedagogy
and andragogy, that is, between educating children and young adults (including traditionally
aged college students) and educating adults (Knowles, 1984). Adults may be self-directing, taskcentered, and have more experience in which to connect their learning. Adults are often
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internally motivated, particularly when it is evident how learning can influence and improve their
lives. Alternately, youth may be teacher-dependent and externally motivated. Younger adults
may view school as a process to get through rather than a way to improve their lives (Knowles,
1984). The focus on traditionally aged students as research participants makes the current
study’s findings more relevant to undergraduate education.

Bounding the Case

It is rare for a person to be a case, although that mistake is made often (Stake, 1978). A
case must be bound; that is, researchers must define clearly what will be studied before
beginning data collection: the phenomenon, its context, and the related time period (Creswell,
2007; Miles & Huberman, 1994; Stake, 1978; Yin, 2014). The experiences of participants can
serve as cases (Baxter & Jack, 2008). In the current study, each case consisted of the
experiences of a student as s/he engaged in social identity formation in asynchronous online
discussions throughout his/her college career at the data collection site. The participants’
experiences were studied through both their descriptions (via the interviews) and their
documentation (via the asynchronous online discussion transcripts). As there were five research
participants, each with her or his own experiences, there were five cases studied.

Instruments

Multiple instruments are typically used in case study research (Baxter & Jack, 2008;
Creswell, 2007; Dyson & Genishi, 2005; Yin, 2014). I will discuss five instruments in this
section: the data collection protocol, the demographic survey, the perceptions of asynchronous
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online discussions survey, Swan’s (2002) social presence coding schema, and the case study
database.
Data collection protocol. In order to increase the reliability of the current case study, a
data collection protocol was developed, as recommended by Yin (2014). Contained within the
protocol was the interview guide. For the current study, dramaturgy (Goffman, 1959) was used
to frame the questions in the second portion of the interview. That is, participants were asked to
view the asynchronous online discussion transcripts from each course as a performance,
including the acts or behaviors associated with online discussions, the roles being played, the
other actors, the setting, their understandings of the purpose of the performance, and what
preparation was involved prior to discussion participation (Burke, 1969; Goffman, 1959). The
dramaturgical slant of the interview questions facilitated discussion and analysis of not just
participants’ actions within online discussions, but also the meanings the participants gave to
their actions (Feldman, 1995). As qualitative data collection procedures are often emergent
(Creswell, 2003), suggested follow-up probes and extra questions were generated prior to the
interviews, to be used as appropriate to the respondents’ answers. According to Berg and Lune
(2012), probes are questions that are asked to encourage interviewees to extend their answers
and provide more detail, while extra questions are rewordings of original questions to get a
different aspect of the issue being addressed (see Appendix A for the data collection protocol).
The protocol was developed with York (2010) as a template. Visuals such as pictures, maps, and
photographs can be effective facilitation tools for interviews (Comi, Bischof, & Eppler, 2013).
For the current study, the image of a theater provided a structure for the associated interview
questions (see Appendix B for the discussions facilitation tool, a picture of a theater).
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Demographic survey. Participants completed a brief demographic survey at the time of
study enrollment. The survey requested the following information: name, gender, age, contact
information, and college major (see Appendix C). As the demographic survey had identifying
information that could have been linked to the participant, the completed surveys were stored in
a locked drawer in my office and electronic copies were not made. A hard (paper) copy of each
survey was made and stored in a locked drawer in a separate location (i.e., one set of copies was
at my home and one set was stored in the office where I worked). All research documents are
being kept for three years and will then be destroyed.
Perceptions of asynchronous online discussions survey. In order to select which
transcripts should be analyzed for research purposes, students participants completed the
perceptions of asynchronous online discussions survey (see Appendix D). The brief survey
asked the participants to list up to five courses. The survey questions are listed below.
1. Thinking about the courses you have taken at [this institution], in what course did you
LIKE the threaded discussions the MOST?
2. Thinking about the courses you have taken at [this institution], in what course did you
LIKE the threaded discussions the LEAST?
3. Thinking about the courses you have taken at [this institution], in what course did you
LEARN the MOST from the threaded discussions?
4. Thinking about the courses you have taken at [this institution], in what course did you
LEARN the LEAST from the threaded discussions?
5. Thinking about the courses you have taken at [this institution] in THE LAST 6
MONTHS, in what course did you PARTICIPATE the MOST?

69
There was a note asking students not to select courses in which asynchronous online discussions
had been assigned, but in which the student had not participated, as defined by “posted 0-5 times
through the entire semester.” As I had found very few studies that examined asynchronous
online discussions over the course of multiple semesters, and none that examined discussion
transcripts over a long period, the restriction was based not on the literature but rather on
practical considerations. If a student participated only minimally in a course’s asynchronous
online discussions, then there would not have been enough data within the transcripts to analyze.
Students had the option to include the same course for more than one category, and based
on previous studies conducted through my graduate research courses, I entered the study
believing many participants would most likely prefer the asynchronous online discussions in
which they felt they had learned the most. Similarly, I believed participants were likely to
describe one course as both the course they liked the least as well as being the course in which
they learned the least. In addition, it was possible for students to give the same response for
question five, “the course in which they believed they had participated the most in the last 6
months,” as they had for a previous question. Thus, students were able to list as few as two or
as many as five courses on the survey. Some of the participants chose to list more than one
course for a given category; however, no more than six transcripts were pulled per student.
CoI tool. Swan’s (2002) social presence coding schema was designed for content
analysis of asynchronous online discussions. The schema was based on the Community of
Inquiry (CoI) framework (Garrison, Anderson, & Archer, 2000, 2010), which has been validated
in both online and blended environments (Vaughn & Garrison, 2005). There are three categories
of social presence responses: affective, interactive, and cohesive (Garrison et al., 2000, 2010;
Rourke, Anderson, Garrison, & Archer, 1999; Swan, 2002; Swan & Shih, 2005). Each of the
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presences are “clearly distinguishable” for coding purposes (Akyol & Garrison, 2008, p. 16).
“Personal expressions of emotion, feelings, beliefs, and values” are affective responses (Swan &
Shih, 2005, p. 117). Indicators of affective responses include the use of emoticons (i.e.,  or ),
self-disclosure, and humor. Interactive responses “are behaviors that provide evidence that
others are attending” (Swan & Shih, 2005, p. 117). Quoting a classmate’s post, asking a
question, and expressing disagreement are indicators of interactive responses. “Communication
behaviors that build and sustain a sense of group commitment” are cohesive responses (Swan &
Shih, 2005, p. 117). Greetings, vocatives (i.e., the use of a person’s name), and the use of “we”
or “our” to refer to the class are indicators of cohesive responses. Higher frequencies of the three
categories of social presence are correlated with communities that are cohesive, warm, and
friendly (Rourke et al., 1999).
The CoI framework is the most commonly used tool for content analysis of asynchronous
online discussion transcripts (Putnam et al., 2012). Reliability is increased by its straightforward
coding scheme with distinct categories (Akyol & Garrison, 2008; Garrison, Cleveland-Innes,
Koole, & Kappelman, 2006; Rourke et al., 1999). Furthermore, the CoI framework has been
shown to be valid; that is, it measures what it is supposed to measure (Arbaugh et al., 2008;
Akyol & Garrison, 2008; Garrison et al., 2010; Garrison & Arbaugh, 2007; Garrison et al.,
2006). Not only is validity increased through the use of an existing instrument, but also
researchers are more easily able to contribute to the body of literature regarding the tool and
compare the reliability and validity of their study with other studies (Rourke & Anderson, 2004).
Case study database. One of the disadvantages of the case study approach is the
overwhelming amount of data the researcher must face (Baxter & Jack, 2008). Reliability
increases when a researcher keeps a case study database (Yin, 2014). A case study database is “a
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formal assembly of evidence, distinct from the final case report, containing all your case study
notes, the documents and tabular materials from the field, and your preliminary narratives or
memos about the data” (p. 102). The systematic organization of such a database allows for easy
retrieval of evidence at a later date (Yin, 2014). For the current study, printed transcripts (with
or without coding) were kept in a case study database. Other materials (e.g., analytic memos,
electronically organized data) were kept electronically (i.e., password-protected and saved on a
laptop computer, and backed up to a secure internet cloud) but were available to my committee
upon request. All materials with identifiable information (i.e., completed demographic surveys,
completed perceptions of asynchronous online discussions surveys, and consent documents)
were copied and stored in a locked drawer, separate from the case study database, so that the
papers could not be used to identify participants in the de-identified data. All research
documents will be kept for three years and will then be destroyed.

Ethical Issues

Creswell (2003) recommended researchers include a section regarding ethics, regardless
of methodology. Several strategies were used for the current study, based on Creswell’s (2003)
recommendations.


For the current study, approval was received from both the Northern Illinois
University Institutional Review Board (IRB) and the IRB of the institution where data
were collected.



Participation was voluntary; informed consent was necessary before study enrollment.
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Via oral explanation and the informed consent document, participants were made
aware of the purpose of the study, risks and benefits to participating, and the
necessary data collection procedures.



All data and findings were confidential, and reports such as the current report used
pseudonyms to protect the anonymity of participants.



Only two interruptions occurred at the data site. The first was in the first session of
the LAS capstone course, in order to introduce the study. The course instructor gave
permission for the introduction. The second involved the time needed for the Site
Liaison to work with me to pull the archived asynchronous online discussion
transcripts. The Site Liaison was an advocate for the current study and graciously
assisted with the task.



Classmates of participants whose asynchronous online discussions were used to
provide context to participants’ messages and were de-identified; their names were
replaced with numerical IDs (e.g., Student 1) prior to analysis. See Data collection,
below, for a discussion of non-participant data.



To increase the accuracy of data analysis, member checking of preliminary findings
occurred during the group interviews, as discussed in Data collection, below.

Beginning the Case Study

As reflected in the contrasting viewpoints of Dyson and Genishi (2005) and Yin (2014),
there has been debate on how abstract and open a case study should be in the beginning. Dyson
and Genishi (2005) asserted researchers must only study one case at a time, entering the study of
a case with a mindset informed by literature but open to discovery; the case is constructed as the
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researcher learns more about it. It may be Dyson and Genishi (2005) would have recommended
I do a case study of seniors’ experiences using asynchronous online discussions at a particular
school but then be open in the direction the study would take; perhaps Dyson and Genishi (2005)
would have recommended I hear the stories of the participants before I narrowed my perspective.
However, Yin (2014) asserted the selected case or cases should reflect characteristics and
problems identified in the underlying theoretical framework; he argued against abstractness from
the project’s onset. By deciding to focus on social identity formation within asynchronous
online discussions prior to data collection, I used Yin’s (2014) approach. However, having
taught at the university where data were collected as well as having completed small, broadbased research projects with the students as part of my graduate course work, I had already
engaged in open-ended research, thus mirroring the ideas of Dyson and Genishi (2005) in the
preliminary research process.

Data Collection

In addition to the two short surveys described in the Instruments section above, the
primary sources of data for the current study were interviews and asynchronous online
discussion transcripts. The combination of asynchronous online discussion transcript analysis
and student interviews has been used by Akyol and Garrison (2011) and Akyol, Garrison, and
Ozden (2009). According to Garrison et al. (2006), “the permanent nature of online
asynchronous text-based transcripts provides an accessible source to study the complexities of
the teaching and learning transaction in this environment” (p. 1). Transcript analysis gives
researchers the opportunity to investigate the actions of students (Garrison et al., 2006).
Furthermore, “asking students about their experiences of e-learning gives surprising, individual,
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and frequently contradictory results and this in itself is good reason for listening to students more
often and more thoroughly if we are to avoid making assumptions about their experience from
our teacher-centred view” (Sharpe & Bennefield, 2005, para. 4). Interviews provide the
opportunity for students to share in detail their experiences and perceptions of asynchronous
online discussions in an interactive format (Hammond & Wiriyapinit, 2005), and there is a need
to understand more about asynchronous online discussions from the perspectives of students
(Arend, 2009; Lowenthal, 2009; Swan & Shih, 2005).
For the current study, the interview data provided a more complete understanding of the
phenomenon of social identity formation in asynchronous online discussions. As stated by Berg
and Lune (2012), “One of the most effective ways to learn about the circumstances of people’s
lives is to ask them” (p. 331). Hara, Bonk, and Angeli (2000) conducted an analysis of
asynchronous online discussion transcripts and stated in the recommendation section of the
report that interviews would have been “particularly helpful” in triangulating the data (p. 26).
Interviews have been conducted in a variety of studies regarding asynchronous online
discussions (Akyol & Garrison, 2011; Hammond & Wiriyapinit, 2005; Vonderwell, 2003).
However, interviews are less common than content analysis of asynchronous online discussion
transcripts, probably due to the amount of time needed to conduct the sessions and transcribe
(Hammond & Wiriyapinit, 2005; Rourke et al., 1999).
With the approval of the institutional review boards from both Northern Illinois
University and the university at which data were collected, I briefly introduced the study to
students during class time in the first week of their eight-week LAS capstone course. The course
instructor graciously allowed me to introduce the study in the last hour of the four-hour class,
and then meet with potential participants immediately afterwards. At that time, I answered
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questions, checked to see who met the inclusion criteria, and obtained informed consent.
Participants completed the demographic survey (see Appendix C) and the perceptions of
asynchronous online discussions survey (see Appendix D). If participants were willing and able,
I scheduled the first interview with each of them at that time. The recruitment process occurred
two times, in March 2015 and May 2015.
I met with the Site Liaison within three days of study enrollment. She assisted me in
extracting the transcripts from archival records for the courses listed on the students’ perceptions
of asynchronous online discussions surveys (see Table 2). Additionally, transcripts from the
participants’ introductory critical thinking course were obtained, as that course was typically
taken during a student’s first semester on campus, and one of the course’s purposes was
supposed to be explicitly teaching students how to participate in asynchronous online
discussions. I saved the online discussion transcripts in their threaded format, just as Rourke et
al. (1999) did in their study. The transcripts were saved as Microsoft Word documents on a flash
drive. Each transcript was labeled by course, semester, week, and participant pseudonym. I used
an on-campus faculty computer to de-identify the data. In order to do so, I used Microsoft
Word’s find and replace feature to replace participant names with pseudonyms, non-participating
student names with numerical IDs (e.g., Student 1), and faculty names with the word Instructor;
a similar substitution strategy was used by Rourke et al. (1999). The de-identification process
allowed me to identify easily the participants in the transcripts while maintaining their
confidentiality (Meyer, 2003). At the same time, the use of numbers for classmates and the
notation of faculty posts made the non-participant data virtually anonymous while
simultaneously giving me the option to note if participants had responded to the same classmates
or different ones in various posts, in the manner of Rourke, Anderson, Garrison, and Archer

Table 2
Courses Analyzed by Research Participant and Category
Liked
Participant

Introductory
course

Most

Introductory
business;
Business law

Al

Learned
Least

Math
fundamentals;
Statistics

Least

Participated
most

Total
courses
analyzed

Business law

Math
fundamentals;
Statistics;
Project
management

Project
management

5

Film studies

Lower-level
engineering;
Engineering
senior project

Sociology

5

Business
information
systems

Career
preparation

5

Critical
thinking

Jessica

Critical
thinking

English

Accounting

Mark

Critical
thinking

Economics

Engineering
senior project

Economics

Engineering
senior project

Economics

3

Human
resources

Computer
applications;
Business
information
systems

Project
management

Accounting

Human
resources

6

Marti

Critical
thinking

76

Jay

Film studies

Lower-level
engineering

Most
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(2001). It should be noted I was using archived transcript data and not intervening in the online
discussion process; thus, the classmates of the participants did not meet the definition of a
“research participant” (Rourke et al., 2001, p. 13). Once the files were de-identified, I passwordprotected them and saved them to Amazon Cloud. Amazon Cloud is a secure location that
requires both login and a separate password. The password used to log onto Amazon Cloud was
different than the one used to open the research files; both were known only to me. The original
electronic files, which had identifiable data, were deleted from both the flash drive and the
faculty computer’s Recycle Bin. Thus, only de-identified data left the campus.
The first round of interviews was conducted during weeks two and three of the LAS
capstone course. I sent the participants a reminder via their preferred mode of communication
(e.g., e-mail, text, or phone call) two days prior, confirming the time and location. Individual
interviews were conducted in the location the participant preferred; both face-to-face and virtual
options were available, although no one opted to meet virtually. All students chose to meet on
campus for the individual interviews. I found locations for the group interviews, which were
also held in-person. The second group interview was scheduled off-campus, as it was held on a
Sunday when campus was closed. I accommodated participants by conducting the interviews
during daytime hours, evenings, or weekends, according to their availability. Each interview,
both group and individual, was 60-90 minutes long. See the data collection protocol, Appendix
A, for the individual interview guide.
I recorded all interviews with a digital audio recorder. Group interviews were also
recorded by video. Following the procedure recommended by Yin (2014), I had all participants
agree in writing and verbally to be recorded. Additionally, I took notes throughout the
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conversation. I transcribed the interviews myself, doing so as quickly as possible following the
interviews.
At the individual interview, I initially established rapport with participants through
engaging in small talk and striving to make the participant feel at ease (Berg & Lune, 2012). The
purpose of the individual interview was initially to gain a broad understanding of how the
participant thought about and behaved in asynchronous online discussions, and if and how their
thoughts and behaviors had changed over time. Questions then became more specific, asking the
participants to talk about their own experiences with social presence and any perceptions of
human beings (rather than just words on a page) being present in the asynchronous online
discussions, as well as their efforts (or lack thereof) to establish their personalities within the
online discussions. In addition, I asked the participants to discuss whether or not their
perspectives and social identity formation strategies had changed through the course of their
college careers, and, if they had changed, to describe what changes had occurred. To aid
memory and provide fodder for discussion (Sime, 2006), I used stimulated recall in the manner
of Lyle (2003) and Mackey and Gass (2005). That is, the participants’ asynchronous online
discussion transcripts were available for review, a strategy also used by Birnbaum (2013) in his
study of college students’ impression management strategies on Facebook. I had briefly
reviewed the transcripts prior to the interviews and thus both participants and I were primed to
discuss the data.
Viewing their own asynchronous online discussion transcripts from previous courses
provided fodder for deep discussion regarding the meanings participants associated with
particular postings. As participants described what they were thinking as they wrote their posts,
I was able to learn how each person defined the situation (i.e., the online discussions). While the
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participants’ explanations were based on recall, having the transcripts as memory cues appeared
to increase accuracy. Moreover, I was able to learn if (and if so, how) students defined the
situation differently for various classes. By collecting data on the social identity formation
techniques utilized in different classes, and comparing the students’ perspectives to the situations
of other courses, I gained insight on the data. The analytical process allowed me to get a deeper
sense of how each student gave meaning to the asynchronous online discussions, as well as the
role of the context (e.g., the professor, the structure of the asynchronous online discussion
prompts, the other students).
An interview guide was developed to ensure some consistency between interviews (see
Appendix A); however, the interviews were open-ended and flexible, based on both the research
questions and the participants’ responses (Yin, 2014). The development of the interview guide
for the current study was informed by previous informal research I had conducted as part of my
graduate coursework. Thus, several of the questions had previously been used and refined based
on a similar group of students.
The April group interview occurred during week 6 of the LAS capstone course, and the
June group interview was held during week 7. The group interviews had two purposes. First,
the interviews were opportunities to ask any questions that had presented themselves during data
analysis. In other words, the questions were based on similar topics and issues as the questions
from the first round of interviews, but had been refined based on new knowledge gained. The
second purpose was an early form of member-checking (Creswell, 2003; Merriam, 1998;
Saldaña, 2013); that is, discussing my initial findings with the students to validate or disconfirm
my preliminary analysis. Similar strategies for location, data recording, and transcription were
used for the group interviews as had been used for the individual interviews.
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Each participant who completed both surveys and participated in both the individual and
group interviews received a $25 VISA gift card. The incentive was noted in the informed
consent document. No participants withdrew from the current study.

Data Analysis

As described above, in addition to the interview transcripts, I analyzed the transcripts
from the asynchronous online discussions of students’ previous classes. In order to keep the
quantity of data manageable, analysis focused on the beginning, middle, and end of the semester,
in the style of Garrison et al. (2006). As courses at the university at which data were collected
were accelerated, eight-week terms, I used transcripts from the asynchronous online discussions
of weeks 1, 4, and 7. In the event the student did not participate (or had minimal participation,
two posts or less), I systematically replaced the transcript data in the following manner


week 2 replaced week 1;



week 5 replaced week 4; and



week 6 replaced week 7.

Please note week 8 is finals week and there were no online discussions during that time. Specific
details regarding analysis are presented below.

Content Analysis
Content analysis is used to categorize communications systematically into “identified
categories of similar meaning” (Cho & Lee, 2014, p. 3). Content analysis began being used in
the United States in the early twentieth century and both quantitative and qualitative methods of
analysis were utilized, but quantitative methods became more predominant later in the century
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(Hsieh & Shannon, 2012). More recently, qualitative methods have once again become more
commonplace (Cho & Lee, 2014; Graneheim & Lundman, 2012; Hsieh & Shannon, 2005; Zhang
& Wildemuth, 2009). For the current study, transcripts from interviews and asynchronous online
discussions were analyzed using qualitative content analysis.
Researchers using qualitative coding analysis strive to reveal the meaning people ascribe
to their own behaviors (Onwuegbuzie & Leech, 2004). Thus, qualitative coding analysis is the
“subjective interpretation of the content of text data through the systematic classification process
of coding and identifying themes or patterns” (Hsieh & Shannon, 2005, p. 1278). With
qualitative coding analysis, data are first collected and then analyzed; data collection and
analysis is not an itinerant process as seen in grounded theory (Cho & Lee, 2014). Coding and
theme-building (discussed in detail below) are used for data analysis (Cho & Lee, 2014;
Graneheim & Lundman, 2012; Hseih & Shannon, 2005). Either inductive or deductive analysis
can be used as the researcher strives to uncover both manifest (explicit) and latent (implicit)
meanings of the data (Cho & Lee, 2014; Hsieh & Shannon, 2005; Zhang & Wildemuth, 2009).
As analysis is focused on answering particular research questions, a reductionist approach is
taken; that is, only data pertaining to the research questions are analyzed, whether through the
exclusion of unrelated data (Cho & Lee, 2014) or the use of “purposefully selected texts” (Zhang
& Wildemuth, 2009, p. 2). Content analysis allows researchers to analyze large quantities of
data and develop an understanding of a phenomenon (Cho & Lee, 2014; Hsieh & Shannon,
2005; Zhang & Wildemuth, 2009).
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Overview of the Analytical Process
Coding is “a method of discovery that hopefully stimulates your thinking about the data”
(Saldaña, 2013, pp. 39-40). Thus, a code is “a word or short phrase that symbolically assigns a
summative, salient, essence-capturing, and/or evocative attribute” (Saldaña, 2013, p. 3) for a
piece of data; the code is the critical link between a piece of data and the researcher’s
interpretation of its meaning (Charmaz, 2001). From another perspective, coding “is the process
of organizing the material into ‘chunks’ before bringing meaning to those ‘chunks’” (Rossman &
Rallis, 1998, p. 171). Coding is an interpretative, inductive process in which the raw data are
transformed by the researcher’s questions, theoretical perspectives, and cultural bias (Saldaña,
2013).
Furthermore, coding is the process of organizing data in such a way that variables are
located and labeled so similarities and differences can be explored (Dyson & Genishi, 2005).
There are many ways to code, and no one way is the right way (Saldaña, 2013). One method that
is often used (Dyson & Genishi, 2005) is to code words and phrases grounded in the data, that is,
without preconceived ideas (Glaser & Strauss, 1967). However, as the current study had a
theoretical foundation, theoretical concepts thus informed the coding process, as recommended
by Dyson and Genishi (2005) and Yin (2014). The coding process used in the current study was
based on processes and methods recommended by Saldaña (2013): (a) keeping a codebook; (b)
using two cycles of coding, each potentially including several rounds of data review; and (c)
building concepts and assertions through analysis of the codes. A codebook is “a compilation of
the codes, their content descriptions, and a brief data example for reference” (p. 25).
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Coding, however, is just the beginning of analysis (Saldaña, 2013). In the end, the goal
of the qualitative researcher is to develop assertions, that is, meanings from the case, which are
based on lessons learned and patterns evident in the data (Creswell, 2007); the lessons and
patterns are located through coding (Dyson & Genishi, 2005). Assertions may also be thought of
as lessons learned (Lincoln & Guba, 1985). The assertions are an opportunity for the researcher
to use “‘small facts’ to ‘speak to large issues’” (Geertz, 1973, p. 23). Assertions are supported
by rich, thick description of the data (Creswell, 2003, 2007; Denzin, 1989; Dyson & Genishi,
2005; Saldaña, 2013). Thick description refers to writing filled with details that makes readers
feel as if they are vicariously experiencing the events being described; “voices, feelings, actions,
and meanings of interacting individuals are heard” (Denzin, 1989, p. 83).
An essential element of the process, from the first day of data collection (or even before)
and through the remainder of the study, is the writing of analytic memos. Analytic memos are
“sites of conversation with ourselves about our data” (Clarke, 2005, p. 202). The purpose of
writing a memo is to reflect on the data and the research process overall, and it is recommended
that any time researchers have ideas or insights about the data, they pause to write memos. The
central idea behind analytic memos is critical reflection of all aspects of the research study,
including: coding processes, emerging themes or patterns between codes, relevant personal
experiences or responses to the topic or participants, problems which have arisen, possible future
avenues for exploration, and insights regarding the research setting, participants, and/or the
process or phenomenon being studied (Saldaña, 2013). Additionally, Sunstein and ChiseriStrater (2007) recommended researchers continually ask themselves questions to track their
assumptions (“What surprised me?”), positionality (“What intrigued me?”), and tensions within
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value/attitude/belief systems (“What disturbed me?”; p. 106). The memos become part of the
data and can be coded and analyzed (Saldaña, 2013).
Although the data analysis process of qualitative data is often more iterative than
sequential, it can be helpful to consider the process as a series of steps. For a visual diagram of
the analytical process for the current study, see Appendix E.

First Cycle Coding
First cycle coding is the “simple and direct” application of a word or phrase to a piece of
text of any size (i.e., a single word, a paragraph, a whole page) for the purpose of marking the
text as a variable to potentially be analyzed later (Saldaña, 2013, p. 58). Data should be
reviewed multiple times, using the same or different coding strategies for each round, and
recoding of data is encouraged (Saldaña, 2013). When using qualitative coding analysis, coding
can be both inductive and deductive (Cho & Lee, 2014).
For the current study, I used three coding techniques, as described below. To mirror the
work of other researchers using the CoI framework, the unit of analysis was a single message or
post (Akyol & Garrison, 2011; Akyol et al., 2009; Garrison, et al., 2006; Richardson & Ice,
2010). Using the message as the unit of analysis had several advantages: the beginning and end
of the unit were clear, the dataset was more manageable than if the unit of analysis had been a
word or line, and the parameters were determined by the author of the message, not the
researcher (Rourke et al., 2001). Each posting could have multiple codes (Richardson & Ice,
2010).
Open coding. I began with a round of open coding in which I read the transcripts of each
case as a whole and noted any impressions that come to mind, or words or phrases that stood out,
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a common tactic for qualitative researchers (Saldaña, 2013). The initial round of open coding
focused on finding the social meaning behind the behaviors evident in the data, thus helping to
establish a vocabulary to consider and later discuss the case (Saldaña, 2013). Once I had read all
the transcripts, I re-read them and engaged in a second round of open coding to note any new
impressions that came to mind.
Coding based on Swan’s (2002) social presence coding schema. According to the CoI
framework (Garrison et al., 2000, 2010), social presence has three categories that can be coded:
affective responses, cohesive responses, and interactive responses (Swan, 2002, Swan & Shih,
2005).


Indicators of affective responses are paralanguage, emotions, values, humor, and selfdisclosure;



indicators of cohesive responses are greetings and salutations, group references,
vocatives, social sharing, and course reflections; and



indicators of interactive responses are approvals, agreement/disagreement,
acknowledgements, invitations, and personal advice (Swan & Shih, 2005, pp. 135136).

Each message was coded as a whole (Akyol & Garrison, 2011; Garrison et al., 2006). However,
one posting could be coded for multiple categories; for example, one post could be marked as
having both cohesive and interactive responses, similar to the process used by Richardson and
Ice (2010).
To check the reliability of the coding completed using Swan’s (2002) social presence
coding schema, a second person coded nearly one-third of the online discussion transcript data.
That rater was also a doctoral candidate at the time of data collection and analysis and was using

86
the CoI framework in her dissertation research as well. She received a set of de-identified data
with transcripts from one class for each of the five participants. For each participant, she
received the transcript for the class the participant had described as liking the most. In total, she
coded 105 postings of the 328 possible postings.
Interrater reliability is “the widely used term for the extent to which independent coders
evaluate a characteristic of a message or artifact and reach the same conclusion” (Lombard,
Snyder-Duch, & Bracken, 2010, para. 3). Interrater reliability is important in content analysis
because it measures "the extent to which the different judges tend to assign exactly the same
rating to each object" (Tinsley & Weiss, 2000, p. 98). Both percent agreement and Scott’s pi
were calculated to determine interrater reliability. Percent agreement is easy to understand and
calculate but should not be used alone to measure reliability (Joyce, 2013; Lombard et al., 2010).
Scott’s pi is recommended for calculations of interrater reliability of content analysis involving
two raters and nominal codes (Krippendorff, 2009). Unlike percent agreement, Scott’s pi
accounts for agreement by chance (Joyce, 2013; Krippendorff, 2009; Lombard et al., 2010). A
coefficient of .80 or above is generally preferred (Krippendorff, 2009), although “lower criteria
can be used for indices known to be more conservative (Cohen’s kappa, Scott’s pi, and
Krippendorff’s alpha” (Lombard et al., 2010, para 12). For the current study, interrater
reliability was calculated with the assistance of ReCal, the online reliability calculator (Freelon,
2010, 2013).
In regards to process, the other rater first analyzed a small subset of data (21 messages) to
promote a substantive discussion regarding coding social presence using Swan’s (2002) social
presence coding schema. Through discussion, the other rater and I were able to come to 100%
agreement for the initial subset of data. The other rater then coded the remainder of the data she
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had been given and I compared her analysis to mine. We discussed a few indicators that were
being coded inconsistently between us and then we both re-coded a portion of the data based on
our discussions. In the end, our overall percent agreement was 81.0% and the interrater
agreement was 89.5% for affective responses (π = .77), 94.3% for cohesive responses (π = .87),
and 97.1% for interactive responses (π = .94).
Coding for facework. Despite an extensive review of the literature, I was unable to find a
previously developed coding schema for identifying facework in transcripts. I thus developed a
schema based on Ting-Toomey and Oetzel’s (2001) survey in which research participants selfidentified as using facework strategies. For example, one of the items in Ting-Toomey and
Oetzel’s (2001) survey was “My primary concern was protecting both of our feelings” (pp. 205206); from that item, I developed a code of mutual – protecting our feelings. Thus, three
categories were created: self, mutual, and other, depending on whose facework the strategy was
designed to protect. Within each of the categories were six or seven codes


self: avoid embarrassment, avoid shame, dignity, not weak, poise, pride, and selfimage;



mutual: feelings, peace, relationship harmony, resolve conflict, respectful treatment,
save face, and self-images; and



other: credibility, dignity, poise, pride, save face, and self-image.

Ting-Toomey and Oetzel’s (2001) survey focused on facework that protects the positive faces
put forth by people in an interaction. Thus, to offer a comprehensive examination of facework, I
created codes based on the work of Brown and Levinson (1987) and Goffman (1967) for
negative face protection (autonomy/freedom and avoiding imposition from others), face threat
mitigation (avoiding face threat), and positive face support through the use of presentational
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rituals (compliment, greeting/salutation, reference to previous, offering, apology, invitation).
Each post was marked for all appropriate codes related to facework; no post had more than three
facework codes.

Second Cycle Coding

Second cycle coding takes the codes from the first cycle and reorganizes them through
classification, prioritization, and integration. The goal is “to develop a sense of categorical,
thematic, conceptual, and/or theoretical organization” and to develop codes that progressively
become more conceptual and abstract (Saldaña, 2013, p. 207). Second cycle coding is used to
condense codes into categories (i.e., patterns of codes) that can serve as the basis for extended
analysis. Sometimes second cycle coding is unnecessary, such as when the researcher has
condensed the codes into categories using first cycle methods (Saldaña, 2013). Although
Saldaña (2013) broke the coding process into two cycles for discussion purposes, he repeatedly
stressed coding and analysis are cyclical processes that inform each other.
For the current study, I began second cycle coding with code mapping, that is, by taking
the codes I had been developing and organizing them into meaningful categories (Saldaña,
2013). As an example, I took the open codes I had used for the interviews and categorized them
by personal experience (i.e., sharing of personal experiences within the online discussions),
relating to others (e.g., demonstrating empathy, complimenting a classmate, offering an alternate
perspective), and purpose of post (e.g., answering a closed-ended question, giving a relevant
example, reflecting). In addition, I used axial coding to describe the properties or dimensions of
a code. For example, I had two codes that had been used multiple times across the interview
transcripts: giving my opinion and extending the discussion topic. The codes were not discrete
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and there was too much variety within each of them. I used Chase and Shamo’s (2013) four
ways to state a problem to develop three new, distinct codes: offering interpretation, suggesting
potential action, and giving opinion of value. (The fourth method involved requesting facts and
was already included under the code answering a closed-ended question; Chase & Shamo, 2013.)
I retained the code extending the discussion topic for times when participants discussed
furthering the conversation but not through interpretation, suggested action, or opinions of value.
These types of techniques (code mapping and axial coding) helped me to organize the codes
created during first cycle coding in ways that allowed me to see themes and relationships from
which I could develop assertions (Saldaña, 2013). Although first cycle and second cycle coding
cycles are described separately, the process was more iterative than linear.
Cross-case analysis. In the manner of Creswell (2007), Dennen (2005), and Ke (2010), I
first conducted within-case analysis and wrote a narrative about each case in the latter rounds of
the second cycle coding. As a part of the process, I integrated the codes across the online
discussion transcripts and interviews. I then used cross-case analysis to compare and contrast the
codes and categories across cases, thus gaining new insights into each individual case as well as
the concepts on a broader level.

Concepts and Assertions

Moving from the coding strategies described above to assertion development is part of
second cycle coding. Assertion development includes the creation of concepts, also known as
themes. Concepts and themes are higher-levels of abstraction than categories; they identify
“what a unit of data is about and/or what it means” (Saldaña, 2013, p. 267). While codes and
categories are explicit, a theme “is a phrase or sentence describing more subtle and tacit
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processes” (Rossman & Rallis, 2003, p. 282) and “an expression of the latent content of the text”
(Graneheim & Lundman, 2012, p. 107). Concepts and themes may be descriptions of social
norms, explanations of behavior, or archetypical reports. As themes emerge and are refined, the
researcher locates patterns and produces assertions (Erickson, 1986) that weave the themes into
an integrated whole (Saldaña, 2013). Key assertions are the findings of the study, the “predicted
patterns of what may be observed and what may happen in similar present and future contexts”
(Saldaña, 2013, p. 14). Ideally, the concepts and themes of a study are synthesized into an
integrated whole and expressed as a coherent narrative (Saldaña, 2013).
For the current study, concepts and assertions arose throughout the coding process,
particularly in the second cycle. As discussed above, I utilized memo writing to think about the
data in different ways and to synthesize the data first within each case and then to compare and
contrast between cases, as recommended by Saldaña (2013). Furthermore, as I moved towards
the writing of the current report, I took the suggestion of Saldaña (2013) and developed a visual
representation of how the meta-categories related to each other in order to gain additional
insight. The representation was edited and refined several times. As recommended by Creswell
(2003), the final draft of the visual representation was included in the current report to
demonstrate the relationship between concepts (see chapter 4).
The strategies described above led to the findings of the current study, as they are
presented in chapter 4. As recommended by Dyson and Genishi (2005) and Yin (2014), in the
current report, findings were supported by data in the form of quotations from the interviews and
online discussion transcripts. This allowed readers to make their own judgments regarding the
validity of my assertions. In chapter 4, I synthesize the findings, comparing and contrasting the
findings between the participants and discussing relevant themes that have emerged. I relate the
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findings back to the research questions and present a set of assertions based on the findings
(Creswell, 2003; 2007; Dennen, 2005; Yin, 2014). I present the assertions in the form of
implications of the current study in chapter 5.

Best Practices

I followed four best practices, as recommended by Saldaña (2013), to increase the quality
of coding and analysis. First, I began coding manually, using printed copies, pens, and
highlighters for initial coding. In later rounds of first cycle coding, I used Microsoft Excel to
organize the data and corresponding codes. Second, to keep coding focused, I posted a copy of
the research questions in my primary workspaces so they were within sight as I coded (Auerbach
& Silverstein, 2003). Third, I posted the following list, a compilation of questions suggested by
Emerson, Fretz, and Shaw (2011)








What are people doing? What are they trying to accomplish?
How, exactly, do they do this? What specific means and/or strategies do they use?
How do members talk about, characterize, and understand what is going on?
What assumptions are they making?
What do I see going on here?
What did I learn from these notes?
Why did I include them? (p. 177)

Saldaña (2013) also suggested continually asking yourself, “What strikes me?”, so the question
was added to the list as well. I referred often to the list of questions, to ensure I was examining
the data in both breadth and depth. Perhaps most importantly, I wrote analytic memos
throughout the data collection and analysis process, recording the full extent of my thoughts,
reactions, and reflections on the research process and data (Saldaña, 2013). The writing of
analytic memos is a critical piece of the coding process, as writing about codes and categories
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leads to insights regarding new, often better, codes as well as patterns between codes (Corbin &
Strauss, 2008; Saldaña, 2013).
When people are coding, they generally fall within one of two groups: lumpers and
splitters (Saldaña, 2013). From the three qualitative research courses I had taken prior to
beginning the current study, I had learned that I am a splitter, that is, I tend to begin analysis with
many codes. I believe for the current study, the use of many different types of codes allowed me
to view the data from a variety of different perspectives. Additionally, I believe the approach
helped me to uncover the multiple purposes a single utterance may hold (Xin, 2012). It was in
finding the patterns and discrepancies among and between the perspectives that true insight
occurred. As stated by Lawrence-Lightfoot and Davis (1997), “However qualitative researchers
attempt to systematize and organize their data, they must always listen for the voices and
perspectives that seem to fall outside, and diverge from, the emergent themes” (p. 192).
Additionally, I discussed the findings and my initial ideas regarding the implications of the
findings with three faculty members from the institution where data were collected; they had
perspectives that led to some additional insights. Study rigor is increased when researchers
discuss findings with other professionals in the field and receive feedback (Yin, 2014).

Summary of Data Analysis

In summary, qualitative content analysis was used to code both the interview transcripts
and the online discussion transcripts. Coding processes and procedures recommended by
Saldaña (2013) were followed. Open coding was used to learn the vocabulary of the participants
and gain a basic understanding of their perceptions. In addition, coding was applied as it related
to the study’s theoretical constructs, impression management and social presence.
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Generalizability

There are different perspectives on the generalizability of findings in case studies
(Gomm, Hammersley, & Foster, 2000). According to Erickson (1986), while qualitative
research may provide a picture of a very specific time, place, and group of people, the picture
that emerges can be compared and contrasted to pictures of other groups and contexts, providing
deeper understanding of what leads people to behave and interpret the world in the ways they do.
Some researchers have argued that with such a small number of subjects, the findings of case
studies cannot be generalized at all (Feinberg, 1977; Mishler, 1979). Lincoln and Guba (1979)
asserted it is not just findings from case studies that cannot be generalized, but rather that all
research methodology uses particulars and findings from all studies (including quantitative
experiments) have limited generalization. Alternatively, Stake (1978) argued case studies may
be the ideal research method for generalization, as it “may be epistemologically in harmony with
the reader’s experience and thus to that person a natural basis for generalization” (p. 19). Stake’s
argument was not that findings of case studies can be generalized to everyone, nor that the
findings necessarily apply to a particular group of people. Rather, he asserted the findings often
provide an explanation for why some people, who are similar to those studied, behave in the
ways they do in similar situations (Berg & Lune, 2012). The role of the case study researcher is
to present the case so that readers may experience the phenomenon vicariously (Cho & Lee,
2014; Creswell, 2003). Thus, readers are able to develop tacit knowledge and assumptions as if
they were actually part of the case (Donmoyer, 1990; Stake 1978). A well-written case study
acts as a substitute for readers’ life experiences and thus readers can make their own
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generalizations (Stake 1978); each reader can have his or her own interpretation (Donmoyer,
1990).
Dyson and Genishi (2005) asserted findings “are not replicable per se; they are a concrete
instantiation of a theorized phenomenon” (p. 116) and might be generalizable in two ways. First,
naturalistic generalizations are possible if the researcher is able to describe the case in such a
way that the readers have a vicarious experience, that is, if the readers feel as if they are able to
observe the situation themselves. Naturalistic generalizations are generalizations the readers can
make from the case, as the phenomenon is described, and apply to their own lives, experiences,
or general understandings of how the world works (Stake, 1978). Second, when the researcher is
able to take general assertions from the case and transform them “to an ahistorical assertion
about the phenomenon itself—the dynamics of its process, influential factors in its enactment,
and issues that may arise” (p. 115), it opens the possibility of comparing particulars to the case
being studied to particulars of other contexts. This is transferability and implies that findings
from qualitative case studies can inform professional conversations and practices (Lincoln &
Guba, 1979). Similarly, Stake (1978) purported while a single case cannot be generalized to a
population, its findings may be generalizable to similar cases. It is thus crucial researchers fully
and accurately describe cases, so that readers can determine the level of transferability for
themselves (Stake 1978; Zhang & Wildemuth, 2012). In addition, studying multiple cases within
one case study and analyzing the similarities and differences between the cases increases the
potential for generalizability (Thomas, 2003).
Alternatively, Yin (2014) argued findings can be generalized, but not to populations. He
asserted although statistical generalizations cannot be made, the use of a theoretical framework
allows for the creation of analytic generalizations. Per Yin (2014), an “analytic generalization
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consists of a carefully posed thematic statement, theory, or theoretical proposition” (p. 68). He
added that if cases do not work as predicted—that is, if the cases do not fit the theoretical
framework originally used—modifications must be made to the theory. Furthermore, Yin (2014)
believed the way to achieve certainty and richness of theoretical propositions is to study several
cases and replicate the findings. Thus, an analytic generalization may be “corroborating,
modifying, rejecting, or otherwise advancing theoretical concepts that [the researcher] referenced
in designing [the] case study” (Yin, 2014, p. 41).
Yin (2014) also suggested researchers should develop new concepts that further the
original theory. The goal is to have findings that are at a higher conceptual level than the data
itself (Yin, 2014). Unlike Dyson and Genishi (2005), Yin (2014) stressed cases do not have to
be similar for the generalizations to apply, and it is up to the researcher to generate principles
that can be extended to other contexts. Yin (2014) added the best way to do so is to develop a
substantive proposition, that is, a causal relationship, to frame the study.
As I was not seeking to find or affirm causal relationships, the perspectives of Dyson and
Genishi (2005) were most useful in informing the conclusions of the current study, as described
in chapter 5. I strove to write about my findings accurately and thoroughly in order to enhance
their transferability. Relatedly, I was influenced by Barker’s (1968) notions of behavior settings
and standing behavior patterns. While not detracting from the importance of context, Barker
(1968) argued social norms within a particular social situation rarely are generated at the
particular locale; similar understandings will apply to a variety of other contexts as well. I
entered the current study believing social norms regarding asynchronous online discussions were
not truly local and the students at the campus where data were collected were engaging in the
discussions with a set of beliefs and potential actions similar to those at many other college
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campuses. It is logical that these beliefs and actions influenced their asynchronous online
discussion participation, particularly in the early years of their college careers. Thus, I assert at
least some of the findings are generalizable to other students and contexts. In other words, while
I may not know if each specific finding of the current study is applicable to other students
participating in asynchronous online discussion while in a blended course, some of the findings
are likely to do so, at least for sub-populations of students. The findings thus provide ideas for
future research, as discussed in chapter 5. On the other hand, some findings may be very specific
to the participant pool and context of the current study, and learning about students’ lived
experiences is valuable in its own right (Sharpe & Bennefield, 2005). The implications I provide
in chapter 5 were based on the idea of transferability; however, I believe, “it is the reader’s
decision whether or not the findings are transferable to another context” (Graneheim &
Lundman, 2012, p. 110).

Criteria for Evaluating Case Studies

There has been much debate regarding the evaluation of qualitative research, both in
terms of appropriateness of evaluation as well as what standards should be used (Miles,
Huberman, & Saldaña, 2014). A significant amount of effort was put towards ensuring the
current study met standards for rigor, validity, reliability, trustworthiness, and narrative.

Rigor

There is sometimes concern that case studies may not be rigorous enough for scientific
research. A lack of rigor may stem from a failure to follow systematic procedures or to account
for disconfirming evidence (Yin, 2014). Concerns can be mitigated through a detailed
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accounting of methodology and “rigorous approach to data collection, data analysis, and report
writing” (Creswell, 2007, p. 46). Yin (2014) recommended researchers use methodological texts
to guide their work and increase rigor. The creation of the proposal associated with the current
study, as well as the data collection and analysis, was informed by a variety of such texts,
including Berg and Lune (2012), Creswell (2003, 2007, 2014), Dyson and Genishi (2005),
Krathwohl and Smith (2005), Thomas (2003), and Yin (2014).
Rigor is increased when “the researcher collects multiple forms of data, adequately
summarizes—perhaps in tabled form—the forms of data and detail about them, and spends
adequate time in the field” (Creswell, 2007, p. 45). Although my time in the field was limited to
the initial meeting and the two stages of interviews with participants, the analysis of
asynchronous online discussion transcripts pulled from multiple years helped to compensate for
any perceived lack of time in the field. In addition, I had taught at the data collection site for
multiple years, thus adding a depth of knowledge that can only be gained through time.
Moreover, Creswell (2007) viewed “extensive data collection” (p. 46) as a sign of rigor, and the
current study utilized quite a bit of data. In addition, the selection of a “credible theoretical
framework,” such as the CoI framework (Garrison et al., 2000, 2010), added to the rigor of the
study (Garrison et al., 2006, p. 7).
Qualitative data analysis is rigorous when it involves multiple levels of analysis, from the
particular to the abstract (Creswell, 2007). Moreover, Yin (2014) encouraged researchers to seek
and address competing explanations for findings throughout the data collection and analysis
processes. While rigor can take a quantitative spin in the form of “rival hypotheses” (p. 140), it
does not have to do so. Rival explanations can come from other ways of looking at data
inductively (“from the ground up”) or alternate ways of organizing and describing the data (Yin,
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2014). Creswell (2003) referred to the process as seeking “negative or discrepant information
that runs counter to the themes” (p. 196). To ensure rigorous qualitative data analysis, I have


re-examined how I have applied the concepts from Goffman’s (1959, 1967, 1983)
impression management framework (e.g., positive face, negative face, face threats,
avoidance rituals) to the data and sought alternate methods of doing so;



used several coding techniques to think about the data in different ways;



developed analytic memos throughout the data collection and analysis process and
reviewed these often, to remind myself constantly of my conflicting or deviant
assumptions about the data; and



discussed the preliminary findings with colleagues (i.e., faculty from the data
collection site) who were able to suggest alternate justifications and ideas (as
suggested by Yin, 2014).
Validity

The term validity has often been used as a measure of whether a research study is
measuring what it is supposed to be measuring (Babbie, 2005, p. 148). However, validity often
has a different meaning in qualitative research. “Validity is one of the strengths of qualitative
research and is based on determining whether the findings are accurate from the standpoint of the
researcher, the participant, or the readers of the account” (Creswell, 2014, p. 201; Creswell &
Miller, 2000). There are many types of validity. As I planned and implemented the current
study, I utilized strategies to facilitate construct, external, and internal validity, as described
below.
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Construct Validity

Construct validity is present in a study when the researcher has fully operationalized the
definitions of the concepts being studied (Yin, 2014). Concepts such as impression management,
facework, and social presence have been operationalized as part of the theoretical constructs
described in chapter 2, and formal definitions for all key concepts were provided in chapter 1.
As related to the interviews, construct validity was present when interviewees understood
interview questions in a similar manner as the researcher. Many of the questions used in the
interview guide were informed by research conducted as part of my graduate coursework, and
thus had been used previously with college students and refined as appropriate.

External Validity

External validity refers to how easily the findings of the study can be generalized to other
contexts (Yin, 2014). In qualitative research, external validity is enhanced through the use of
thick, rich data (Creswell, 2007; Merriam, 1998). According to Feldman (1995), validity is
evident when readers are able to “understand the phenomenon in new and useful ways” (p. 50).
The inclusion of the CoI framework (Garrison et al., 2000, 2010) as the basis for some of the
content analysis also added to the external validity of the current study, as the CoI framework
has been shown to be a valid framework for analyzing asynchronous online discussions
(Arbaugh et al., 2008; Garrison & Arbaugh, 2007; Garrison et al., 2010).
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Internal Validity

Although Yin (2014) discussed internal validity as a criterion for case studies, he stated it
only applied to research seeking to demonstrate a causal relationship; internal validity is thus not
applicable to the current study. However, other researchers have suggested several strategies
that have been used in the current study, including the use of multiple data sources to triangulate
findings, member checking, and clarification of researcher bias (Cho & Lee, 2014; Creswell,
2003, 2014)

Reliability

In a high-quality study, an audit trail is created (Miles & Huberman, 1994); that is, a
future researcher could follow the same procedures, with the same participants and data, and
arrive at the same conclusions (Cho & Lee, 2014; Graneheim & Lundman, 2012; Yin, 2014).
Yin (2014) recommended researchers develop a case study protocol and a case study database to
serve as the audit trail. For information on how these were developed and maintained, please see
the Instruments section for a discussion of the case study protocol and case study database.

Trustworthiness
Trustworthiness of qualitative research stems from the degree to which “the material we
present in written form does in fact reflect the lives of the people we met” (Gorkin, 2000, p. 12)
and is a key aspect of a high-quality study (Cho & Lee, 2014). Researchers who exclude data
because the information does not fit with their assertions are not trustworthy (Graneheim &
Lundman, 2012). It is impossible to provide “the truth” of a participant’s experience (Gorkin,
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2000, p. 12), for the telling of the experience is shaped not just by the storyteller (i.e., the
interviewee) but also by the listener (the interviewer). Gorkin (2000) stated interviewers should
do their best to avoid biasing the results, but acknowledged that storytellers often shape their
stories to the listeners, and thus just the presence of the interviewer can make a difference.
Additionally, when the researcher moves from being the listener to the writer, it is unavoidable
not to consider the potential audience for the written findings, that is, the readers. Thus, the
narrative that is shared cannot be “the truth,” but it can be “a truth” in which the original
storytellers can see themselves (p. 12).

Narrative
The final report should consist of a narrative that gives readers the experience of “being
there” (Baxter & Jack, 2008; Creswell, 2003; Onwuegbuzie & Leech, 2004). A key element is
the use of relevant quotations to support the findings and reflect the voices of the participants
(Cho & Lee, 2014; Creswell, 2003; Graneheim & Lundman, 2012; Zhang & Wildemuth, 2009).
The narrative should provide “broad, panoramic views rather than micro-analyses. The more
complex, interactive, and encompassing the narrative, the better the qualitative study” (Creswell,
2003, p. 182). Researchers are encouraged to use visual models to represent the complexity of
the phenomena (Creswell, 2003), and a model of the findings is available in chapter 4. The goal
of the research report is make a complex phenomenon easily understandable to readers (Baxter &
Jack, 2008).
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Summary

In summary, the current report described a qualitative case study that examined how
students holding senior status engaged in and experienced social identity formation within
asynchronous online discussions. I collected data by interviewing students and examining their
online discussion transcripts. I used suggestions from Akyol and Garrison (2011), Garrison et al.
(2006), and Saldaña (2013) to code the data. Coding was also strongly influenced by Goffman’s
(1959, 1967, 1983) impression management theory and Swan’s (2002) social presence coding
schema, which is grounded in the CoI framework (Garrison et al., 2000, 2010). I then utilized
second cycle coding methods such as code-mapping and axial coding to find additional patterns
and insights (Saldaña, 2013). As I coded and reviewed the transcripts, I wrote analytical memos
in the style of Clarke (2005). Coding and memoing helped me to develop themes and assertions
from the data. While the findings may not be applicable to all students who engage in
asynchronous online discussion, the findings include particulars that may relate to similar
students as well as analytic generalizations about the application of social identity formation
within asynchronous online discussions. Thus, the findings and conclusions presented in
chapters 4 and 5 may be able to inform professional conversations about instructional practices.
In chapter 4, I present the results of the research and discuss how it fits within the larger
body of literature. Chapter 5 includes a discussion of the implications of the study, an
examination of the limitations of the study, and ideas for future research (Baxter & Jack, 2008;
Creswell, 2003).

CHAPTER 4
FINDINGS AND DISCUSSION

In the first section of this chapter, I introduce the five research participants. I next
describe and discuss the findings of the current study. I then examine how these findings help to
answer the research questions on which the current study was based.

Participants

In this section, I introduce the participants. Personal information describing each
individual is listed, as it was pulled from the demographic surveys and interview transcripts. A
description of how each individual participant selected course transcripts to be analyzed as part
of the study is provided. That is, the participants completed the perceptions of asynchronous
online discussions survey, and those responses helped to determine what course discussion
transcripts were analyzed as part of the current study. The survey asked the participants to list
the courses for which they most liked the online discussions, the courses they most disliked the
online discussions, the courses in which they learned the most from the online discussions, and
the courses in which they had learned the least from the online discussions. Furthermore, the
perceptions of asynchronous online discussion survey asked the participants to list the course in
which they had most actively participated in the online discussions within the last six months. It
was a policy at the data collection site that all online and blended courses included at least one
discussion forum each week, and most included two forums. Students were required to post on
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three separate days within each forum. As discussed below, not all instructors followed the
policy; however, it was important to note that the policy existed and set an expected baseline for
participation. In some situations, additional discussion between the participant and me was
needed to select courses beyond those originally listed on the survey; as appropriate, these are
noted below, with explanations.
In addition, a summary of each participant’s general outlook on asynchronous online
discussions is provided in this section. These perspectives were drawn from analysis of the
individual and group interviews. Data from two participants, Marti and Jessica, were collected
in March-April 2015. Data from three participants, Al, Jay, and Mark, were collected in MayJune 2015. Please note all participant names are pseudonyms. Classmates of the participants
who were not part of the current study are referred to as “Student” with a number (e.g., Student
5).
Marti

Marti was a 23-year-old female majoring in business administration. According to Marti,
she had “transferred [to the data collection site] officially as a first-year student, with nearly
enough credit to be a second-year student.” She planned to graduate within five to seven months
of data collection. In addition to going to school, Marti worked full-time in paid employment.
In regards to the course in which she most liked online discussions, Marti listed a human
resources class; that was also the course she listed as the one in which she had participated the
most in the last six months. A project management course was the class in which Marti felt she
learned the most through the online discussions. She liked least the discussions in an
introductory course in computer applications as well as a course on business information
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systems. As for the discussions in which she felt she had learned the least, Marti listed an
accounting course. Additionally, the transcripts for an introductory critical thinking course were
analyzed and discussed, as Marti took the course in her first semester upon transferring to the
school at which data were collected.
Marti had strong feelings on the purpose of online discussions as well as what types of
discussion prompts were appropriate, as she described in her individual interview:
Being able to be more opinionated is the whole point of discussions. Don't give [us] a
one-question/one-answer homework assignment and expect the whole team to evaluate so
much. When you give questions that are "give your opinion," it makes it easier for a
discussion. Because that's the whole point, let us discuss what we weren't able to
[discuss] in class, I guess. When [instructors] allow us to do that, I feel like that
completes the purpose of the discussion. Not just a question [the instructor] could have
asked me [for], or given me a paper, and I could have submitted that.
Marti did not like closed-ended questions in the online discussions. She strongly preferred openended discussion prompts that allowed students to share perspectives and evaluate situations. As
she stated, “In many classes I have enjoyed doing [online discussion] and I have found it easy,
but in others, I have found it a struggle.” The type of prompt used by instructors heavily
influenced how Marti perceived the online discussions.

Jessica

Jessica was a 23-year-old female. She had transferred to the university where data were
collected in May 2013 having previously attended a nearby community college. Jessica was
majoring in business administration. At the time of data collection, she only had a few more
courses to take in order to graduate, but was considering taking the summer off from school in
order to travel. Doing so would still have allowed her to graduate by the end of the calendar year
(i.e., within seven months of data collection). Jessica worked in paid employment full-time most
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of the year; however, she talked about how her employer was flexible and worked her job
schedule around the demands of her education.
Jessica selected an English course as the one in which she had most liked the online
discussions. She also selected a comparative religions course for the category; that same
religions course was the one in which she felt she had learned the most from the online
discussions and had participated the most in the discussions over the previous six months.
However, the comparative religions course was an online class and thus the transcript was not
available for data analysis; I only had access to online discussion transcripts from blended or oncampus courses. When asked to identify a blended or on-campus course in which she felt she
had learned the most from the online discussions, Jessica felt unable to do so, and thus no course
transcript was analyzed for that category. In order to analyze a course Jessica had taken within
the last six months, a career preparation course was used, although Jessica was uncertain that it
was the course in which she had most participated within the online discussion forums. A course
regarding business information systems was the class in which Jessica felt she had learned the
least from the online discussions. As for the course in which she liked the online discussions the
least, Jessica listed a math course. However, review of the transcripts showed Jessica had posted
in the discussions for that math course less than five times throughout the semester, and so the
transcripts from that course were not used, as not enough data were available for analysis. In its
place, Jessica suggested having the transcripts from a recent accounting course analyzed. In
addition, the transcripts from Jessica’s introductory critical thinking course were included as data
in the current study. In summary, the course transcripts analyzed for the current study for Jessica
were critical thinking (introduction to online discussions), English (most liked discussions),

107
business information systems (learned the least from discussions), accounting (disliked
discussions), and career preparation (recent course).
In the right situation, Jessica appreciated online discussion. In the individual interview,
she enthusiastically discussed what it was like when discussion topics focused on students’
perspectives of the course content:
I really enjoy that part, I guess, because I like voicing my opinion! I like hearing what
other people think about other things. I feel like that's the main point of a discussion! It
is trying to gauge how what you think compares to what other people think, and that's the
interesting part to me! Then, the going out and finding tidbits of information and sharing
it with everyone else; it forces everybody to go out and learn something! Learn
something new and then come [back] and share it with everyone….I like going through
and [I] like reading other people's articles and stuff and learning something new, or
possibly even adding to whatever that person was talking about.
When Jessica had the opportunity to share her views and read the multiple perspectives of her
classmates, she felt highly satisfied by the online discussions. However, she did not feel
instructors promoted perspective sharing as the purpose of online discussions for her blended
learning classes. She explained, “A lot of the time, teachers will say, ‘Oh, it's easy points; just
do it.’ Well, I don't want easy points; I want to learn something. I want to get value out of it.”
Jessica did value the online discussions in her online courses, but those discussions were outside
the scope of the current study. Thus, Jessica was generally frustrated with the online discussions
being analyzed as part of the current study. However, she stated she knew online discussions
could be powerful learning tools when used appropriately.

Al

Al was a 25-year-old male. He had transferred to the university in November 2013,
having attended “three or four” other schools previously. He was majoring in technical
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management and planned to graduate within three to five months of data collection. Al worked
in paid employment full-time with a schedule that varied widely, sometimes working days,
evenings, and/or weekends.
Because he enrolled as a transfer student and had a sufficient number of credits, the
introductory critical thinking course was waived for Al, and thus there were no discussion
transcripts to include in the current study. Al listed two courses as the ones in which he had
liked the most from the online discussions. The first was an introductory business class he took
in his first semester at the university. The other was an upper-level business law course, and he
also described that class as the one in which he had learned the most from the online discussions.
When asked for the courses he liked the least and learned the least, specific to online discussions,
Al listed the same three courses for both categories. Two of the courses together formed a
mathematics fundamentals series; the third was a statistics course. He also listed a fourth course
for which he disliked the online discussions, a project management course. Despite his
dissatisfaction, the project management class was also the course Al stated he had participated
the most in the online discussions in the last six months.
Al’s perception of asynchronous online discussion was most clearly articulated when he
was asked at the individual interview to reflect on how he would have defined the purpose of
online discussion while in his first course at the university. He grinned and said:
My number one answer would have been “to piss me off!” But…once you get into it and
you get some traction, eventually you just start going with it. Eventually it doesn't
become too much of a hassle. But, you have to set time aside during each day to make
sure you have fifteen minutes to half an hour to log on, read through, formulate a good
thought, and then start typing it out. The view changed a little bit. I still think they're a
pain, especially depending on the class, but I see the need for the necessary evil.
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Al’s opinion of online discussion became more positive during his college career, although he
still did not like the amount of time the discussions required.

Jay

Jay was a 20-year-old male. His first semester of college was July 2012, just one month
after his high school graduation and a few weeks before his 18th birthday. At the time of data
collection, he was scheduled to graduate in a few weeks, and thus would complete his degree in
36 months. He was majoring in electrical engineering technology. Jay did not discuss whether
he worked for pay.
Jay selected a film studies course as the class in which he had both learned the most from
the online discussions as well as had liked the online discussions the most. He chose a lower
level engineering class as the course for which he both liked the discussions the least and learned
the least. Additionally, he felt he had learned the least from an upper-level engineering course
that centered on a senior project. As for the course in which he had participated the most in the
six months prior to data collection, Jay selected an upper-level sociology course. I had taught
Jay’s sociology course, so while the transcripts for the course were included in data collection,
we did not discuss the course in the individual interview, as I wanted to avoid instructor bias to
the greatest possible degree. In addition, transcripts from Jay’s introductory critical thinking
course was analyzed and discussed.
Jay’s overall perspective on asynchronous online discussions was ambivalent, as his
opinion varied based on the topic of discussions that occurred:
For the most part, like eighty percent of the threaded discussions are a pain because I
have to think about, “Did I post three times [this] week?”, and then take time to read an
article or something like that. But, that twenty percent. the ones that are open-minded
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[discussions], you just answer with how you feel; those threaded discussions are my
favorite ones. Those are really cool.
While there are some courses in which Jay found satisfaction in discussion participation, much
of the time he considered the discussions annoying. He attributed much of his satisfaction with
certain discussion forums to the instructors in those courses:
I think the [instructors] that are active are the best ones in threaded discussions. I love
the ones that ask me a question about my opinion…that reply personally and say, “Oh,
this is a good point. But I'm going to play devil's advocate and say, “Well, how about
this?” That just sparks another debate.
Jay appreciated active participation and personalized responses from his instructors. He liked it
when his professors created environments that allowed for critical discussion of a topic.

Mark

Mark was a 21-year-old male at the time of data collection. He took the introductory
critical thinking course at the data collection site during his senior year of high school, as part of
a community partnership the university had with his school. Mark enrolled full-time as a student
for the July session following his high school graduation. He majored in computer engineering
technology. At the time of data collection, Mark was within a few weeks of graduation and thus
would be earning his Bachelor of Science degree within thirty-six months of entering the
university. Mark worked full-time in paid employment his last year of school, taking classes at
night. Earlier in his college career, he had worked less hours and attended day classes, adjusting
his work schedule to meet the needs of school as required.
Mark selected an introductory economics course as the class in which he both liked the
online discussions the most and learned the most. Additionally, the economics course was the
one he listed for the greatest amount of participation in the last six months. In regards to the
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course for which he disliked the discussions and learned the least within them, he picked the
same engineering senior project course that Jay had selected. The transcripts for Mark’s
introductory critical thinking course were also analyzed.
It should be noted that, like Jay, Mark was a previous student of mine, as he had taken a
sociology course I had taught. However, also like Jay, he was not taking a course I was teaching
at the time of data collection. Furthermore, Mark did not select sociology as one of the courses
to be analyzed as part of the current study.
In general, Mark had a positive perception of asynchronous online discussion. When
asked at the individual interview to describe the purpose of online discussions, Mark said they
were “to spark conversation and ideas, [share] experiences, and whatnot. Threaded discussions
are an extension of classroom discussions, where really everyone has a chance to say anything
they want, because there's no time limit or anything.” Mark recognized the discussions had a
purpose within courses, although he believed it depended on how they were utilized:
Threaded discussion can be a necessary evil. Because from one point, yeah, [the school]
asks you to do them and everything, and sometimes they may not be fun. But at the same
time, I mean, just like how homework can be a necessary evil, when it's the right topic or,
more so, the right course, it can be fun. Yeah, fun, and [they] can be actually useful to
understand and learn. Now granted, there has to be good topics and…the instructor has
to pitch in and help out.
The theme of “a necessary evil” was brought up separately by three participants and is examined
below, in the discussion of the research questions. Despite his generally positive attitude
towards the online discussions, Mark also shared in the individual interview that he felt there
were courses in which online discussions did not belong:
When it comes to engineering, or the math classes, it’s kind of hard. You can discuss a
concept, but it's not the same as discussing it in class….I can't…let people know exactly
how I'm feeling about it, because you can't really put sarcasm in words. [Sarcasm]
doesn't really go through too well through text.
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Mark experienced frustration when he was unable to communicate effectively regarding course
concepts, particularly for math and engineering courses. When asked to explain the reasoning
for his frustration, Mark stated:
Because there's certain classes where [having online discussions] doesn't make sense.
Why would you do discussions? What are you going to talk about? I think [a particular
instructor] does it, but he would pose questions, math questions. So it kind of made
sense. But, there were other times where he would bring up the theory. [For] a theory in
math, I'd rather be sitting there in class, hearing him explain it, then trying to figure it. At
the same time, everyone's theory is going to be the same, because again, there's only one
answer.
Mark sometimes felt limited in the information he received from instructors via the online
discussions. At the same time, he disliked closed-ended questions that led students to repeat
what others had already posted.

Summary of Participants

The five research participants in the current study were between the ages of 20-25 at the time of
data collection (see table 3). All were within eight months of graduation and had been students
at the data collection site for at least 18 months. The number of transcripts analyzed for each
student ranged from three to six, depending upon the number of courses each participant selected
for an individual course category (i.e., “the course in which you learned the most from the online
discussions”) and whether they listed the same course for multiple course categories. In regards
to general perceptions of online discussions, all five participants were able to describe positive
and negative aspects of the asynchronous online discussions.
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Table 3
Summary of Participant Characteristics at Time of Data Collection, 2015

Field of study

Anticipated
graduation
month

25

Technical
management

August or
October

May-June

Male

20

Electrical
engineering
technology

June

May-June

Female

23

Business
administration

October or
December

March-April

June

May-June

August or
October

March-April

Participant

Gender

Al

Male

Jay

Jessica

Age

Mark

Male

21

Computer
engineering
technology

Marti

Female

23

Business
administration

Data
collection
period

Study Findings

In this section, I review the findings of the current study. This section is separated into
two parts: social presence and facework. The findings I present reflect data from the online
discussion transcripts, the individual interviews, and the group interviews. Direct quotations
from these sources are used to support the findings described in this chapter and are interwoven
to emphasize the connection between the online discussion transcripts and the participants’
experiences engaging in the online discussions. Please note that quotations from the online
discussion forums have been copied and pasted exactly as they originally appeared.
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Social Presence
As defined by Swan (2005), social presence is “the ability of participants in online
discussions both to perceive other participants as ‘real people’ and to project themselves socially
and affectively into the discussion” (p. 20). Several of the participants discussed how social
presence affected the asynchronous online discussions. For example, in the individual interview,
Marti described how she appreciated the human element that classmates’ stories bring to the
online discussions:
I'm thinking about them as people. I don't necessarily picture "Oh, I know who this
is”…I just think, "Oh, someone just went through this!" When I read someone else's
stories like this, or their thoughts, I almost think about it like if I was doing my own
research and someone said this about it. So it was very good….If [a classmate] give[s] a
very good post, I can read on it and I can write my post right after theirs, and evaluate
and respond to them; it was making it easier for me, also. You know, because everyone
was bringing up ideas left and right and I was able to pull ideas and then be able
to…write my discussion as well. And so, it was very good.
Marti valued finding the human element within her classmates’ posts. It helped her to
understand course concepts and supported her participation in the online discussions.
As Al explained in his individual interview, the inclusion of multiple perspectives and
debate was key to his feeling the social presence of his classmates:
Any countering opinion makes for a good conversation because you can get more indepth with it. You can try and figure out why a person answered this way or what makes
them tick. It's definitely nice to have a way to…communicate with the class.
Al appreciated the back-and-forth of discussion in face-to-face classrooms, and having similar
give-and-take within online discussions added the social element he desired. However, it is
worth noting that although Al said he wondered what made people “tick” and opt to respond as
they did, he was not thinking of his peers as individuals:
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I usually try to post to everybody's [posts] equally….All I see is a name and response. I
don't see a picture. I don't see a face. I don't know anything about the person in
particular. It's just a name and a response.
Al was not trying to get a sense of his classmates’ personalities as he read and responded to their
posts, nor did he spend much time thinking about the humanity of his peers.
In contrast, Mark actually took the time to think about how the words within the online
discussions were written by individuals he knew, as he explained in his individual interview:
I remember going through [the discussions in my economics class] and it seemed like,
“Yeah, they would say that in class.” I can imagine that person saying that. Then there
was another kid; he was pretty opinionated, [both] verbally in class, and in [the
discussions]. I remember clicking on his name and expanding the discussion. And when
I read it, I could almost visualize him sitting in class and saying that. [His personality]
just completely showed through.
Mark sought that particular classmate’s posts to read because that person’s personality was
evident through the classmate’s writing. In addition, Mark appreciated hearing about the
feelings, opinions, and values of his classmates:
Sometimes when you hear that real-life experience, it shows that you are human. You
actually did this stuff and it's not just words. It doesn't sound like a canned
message….It's our human experiences that makes us human, or show that we're human.
Mark was interested in the people writing the words within the online discussions, and sharing
elements of his own personality with his classmates.
When describing how they liked participating within the online discussions, a theme
common to the participants was personal expression. Personal expression included offering an
interpretation, giving opinions of value, suggesting potential action (i.e., the application of the
course content to authentic scenarios and case studies), and/or providing relevant examples. For
example, Jay’s personal expression was evident in a post from his film class:
The narration in "Moment Mori" is very different when you compare it to the narration in
Momento. In "Momento Mori" the third person narration makes the audience focus on
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Earl's actions. The whole time you are just watching Earl's life and you can't make much
of an emotional connection to him. You understand his situation and see what he has to
do to get through and only make logical connections to him. For example, you understand
his wife died and you feel bad for him.
On the other hand, in Momento you have a first person narration. With a first
person narration the audience can see facial expressions and body movements that give
away how he's truly feeling, thus making an emotional connection with the audience. I
believe you can understand the main character far better in Momento than in "Momento
Mori."
In that post, Jay was using personal expression by applying course concepts to a given situation
and offering his interpretation. In fact, as described below, each of the research participants
demonstrated evidence of building their individual social presences through all three of the
elements of social presence: affective, cohesive, and interactive.

Affective Elements of Social Presence

Social presence is built affectively through personal expression. The five affective
indicators of social presence are paralanguage, emotion, values, humor, and self-disclosure
(Swan, 2002; Swan & Shih, 2005). Each indicator was evident in the transcripts of at least two
participants in the current study.
Paralanguage. Both Marti and Jessica utilized paralanguage. Paralanguage is the use of
text to express emotion (Swan, 2002; Swan & Shih, 2005, p. 135). Within the data analyzed,
Marti employed paralanguage one time: “You bring up some very good point Student 17. One of
the very first things that stood out to me was that if it looks or smells bad, DON'T do it.” Marti
used capital letters to emphasize the word “don’t.” Jessica, however, used paralinguistic cues
more often. In particular, she often ended her messages with some variation of “haha,” as in a
post from her English class:
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As long as you are able to use something like Siri or a Bluetooth speaker, there shouldn't
be any problems with "texting" while driving. However, it's really just concerned with the
people who don't have or just don't use any of those things. There are lots of people who
will physically text while driving, which keeps their eyes off the road. I see it all the time
just on my commute to and from work (when I'm not doing it myself HAHA).
Jessica’s use of “HAHA” was a paralinguistic cue, both that it was a written way of expressing a
sound as well as in regards to the use of capital letters for emphasis.
Humor. In the paragraph above, Jessica used not only paralanguage but also humor.
Jessica was poking fun at herself for texting while driving. Al and Mark also occasionally used
humor in their online posts. As an example, in a discussion forum related to various small
business structures, Al inserted, “I have to apologize with this conversation, when I was reading
the case, I kept thinking what they would do on shark tank with something like this.” In a
discussion in statistics regarding probability, Al began his post with “Is this where a crack the
joke and ask ‘whats the probability of that?’, or ‘what are the odds?’" Al appeared to appreciate
sarcasm, as was evident from his posts within the discussion transcripts. Mark also integrated
humor into his posts from time to time. In his critical thinking course, part of one of Mark’s
posts referred to cheating:
As stated in the text, people who want to succeed build a habit of always being excellent
(Sherfield, pg37). This also takes into range the subject of cheaters. A good example
would be doctors. Just because a doctor graduates with a degree in medicine doesn’t
exactly mean that he graduated with top honors. He might have graduated just barely
with getting a D and passing. Yes he is a doctor, but if he cheated all of his final exams
and copied all of his homework off of Wikipedia, then you better hope that you have a
good insurance company.
Mark’s joke about a physician using Wikipedia to complete his medical school assignments was
on-topic and relevant to the online discussion. At the same time, it was a personal expression
and a purposeful representation of his social identity. As Mark explained during the individual
interview:
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I'll try to put in jokes sometimes into my threaded discussion. Just because I do that in
class sometimes, so I guess, it just carries over…. Just make whoever is reading it laugh,
or know that…it's someone [writing these words].
As mentioned in the introduction to this section, the human element of the online discussions
was important to Mark.
Self-disclosure. There was evidence of self-disclosure by all participants within the
current study. As an example, Jay was willing to share personal information via the online
discussions, even early in his college career. While many students posted a very short selfintroduction in their introductory critical thinking classes, Jay’s introduction included some
detail:
Hello class! My name is Jay. I am probably the youngest out of all of you because I have
not yet turn 18 yet. I turn 18 at the end of July. I am majoring in Electrical Engineering. I
am Filipino. Grew up in the military life until my dad retired a few years ago. Lived in
more countries than states because my dad was in the military. Born in Okinawa, Japan
and I've lived in Italy, Germany, Hawaii, and now here. Basketball is my sport. That's
about it. See you guys later today. :D
Later that week, in the same course, Jay was asked to discuss a significant decision he had made
that involved critical thinking, and he posted:
I wanted to go to University Of Illinois and major in computer engineering. I wanted the
dorm life so badly because I wanted to have so much [fun] before I have to work a 9 to 5
job. However, I had to think and ask myself is this the right decision. I have to pay for my
college myself so having all that fun comes with a price, If I chose U of I I would have to
pay over 100,000 dollars because I had no scholarships.
Both of those posts demonstrated Jay’s willingness to share elements of his personal background.
Al was also willing to include personal details in his introductory posts, as in the message from
his statistics course:
al here, my major is tech. business management, i am interested in in being one of the
higher ups in the the company, and with past experience, there are changes i could make
to make the work place better for everyone. the last math class was 092/104 last session.
math is very important to me in the regards of money. being able to regulate and budget it
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according is a very big thing to me. one thing for everyone to know is a enjoy skydiving
as a hobby, there is nothing else like it on the planet.
Al shared his major, thoughts on the course concepts, and hobbies. However, not all of the
participants were as likely to share more than the minimum details required in their introduction
posts, as in a post from Marti: “Hello everyone my name is Marti and i am attending [this
school] for my B.A in business admin. When i am not working or on class i love to spend time
with family and my dogs.” Marti wrote what her major was and gave one piece of information
regarding her non-academic life, but the details were limited. Marti was not affectively building
her social presence through self-disclosure in that post.
In addition, it was common for self-disclosure to be evident in posts that also
incorporated values or emotion. Examples of those combinations are discussed below.
Values. In social presence theory, the values indicator includes not just values but also
attitudes and beliefs (Swan, 2002; Swan & Shih, 2005). Thus, Marti expressed social presence
through values with posts in several courses, including one from her project management course:
I strongly believe the customer should be strongly involved in all kind of projects. When
working on a project for a customer you obviously want to make sure you are completing
all the requirements they have asked for. You would want to go complete a whole project
to then realize that customer wants certain things to be changed. That can really affect the
due date as well as the relationship with the customer. I think it is very important to keep
the customer up to date and allow them to give you feedback as the project goes a long.
In that post, Marti shared her belief regarding the role of the customer in the project management
process.
As mentioned above, a combination of affective indicators may sometimes be found
within one discussion post. For example, when responding to a discussion prompt for her career
preparation course that asked students to write how they would respond to two interview
questions, Jessica wrote:
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Why should I hire you? I am hardworking and would like to think that I have a very
cheerful and kind manor about me, which helps when I need to work in groups. I have
also been told by my current boss and coworkers that I am great when it comes to
providing our customers with the best possible customer service, and from the research
that I've done on your company I know that good quality customer service is important to
you. Why are you interested in working for our firm? I am interested in working for you
because a company that doesn't solely think about themselves is important to me. I was
looking into your company and found that you have a you care, we share employees
giving program and a you care, we share volunteer recognition program where you match
what your employees give to charities or you provide them with a grant for nonprofit
organization. Not only that, but you pride yourself on taking care of your employees the
way you want them to take care of your customers. Both of those things are extremely
important to me and I would love to be a part of your team.
In that post, Jessica shared her values regarding customer service, charity work, and
volunteerism. She also disclosed a bit about herself, including how she viewed herself as well as
how she believed her colleagues saw her.
Although there was evidence of self-disclosure, emotion, and humor in Al’s online
discussion transcripts, by far the most common affective indicators seen were values. The
following example was from his introductory business course:
I believe that walmart is a nessary evil. They price fix products that they get from over
sae's. lets say that walmart orders 10,000 fans and the selling price is 9.99 per unit.
walmart will come in and say that they will buy 20,000 units but at 4.99 a unit. then they
will mark up the price to 24.99 making a killing but thts business. another thing about
walmart is they are not pro unon Which does not favor the workers, and that i am not a
fan of. You have to take care of your worker, they are the gears that run the machine. due
to the fact of how big and how many people they have working for them. this is a big part
of why they are a nessary evil.
In that post, Al shared his values regarding price mark-ups and treatment of employees. As
discussed in the participants’ introductions, Al had opinions and liked to express them within the
online discussions.
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Jay’s willingness to self-disclose early in his college career was examined above. Jay
continued to self-disclose later in his college career; he also began to incorporate his values into
his responses, as in the following post from his sociology course:
I went through situations similar to the one you described. It's hard to stop yourself say
certain words when you've said them unconsciously all the time. Growing up the phrase
“that's gay” wasn't to offend those who are homosexual. I honestly thought it meant
stupid because that's the way everybody else was using it. However, now that I'm older I
understand why it's such a horrible thing to say.
It's the same thing with the word gypped. I have used that word so many times not
knowing that it refers to gypsies. What we may deem as innocent can be very hurtful to
others. That's why we need to educate ourselves on diversity and the appropriate way to
incorporate it into society.
Jay appeared willing to be vulnerable and admitted to past actions that others may have judged
negatively. His post showed evidence of a maturing value system. Being able to express his
own emotions and values, as well as to hear those of his classmates, was what made online
discussions interesting to Jay, as he explained in his individual interview:
We'll have a discussion in class, and then the online topic will be an extension of that
discussion. It's something worth talking about. [It] challenges your morality or is just
something you've got to think about. Those are really cool, just to see different angles of
people talking; “Oh, I agree with that” or “I don't agree with that.” Just sparks a
discussion and you go back and forth.
It seemed that Jay appreciated the affective elements of online discussions, particularly when the
opportunity to compare values was incorporated. Furthermore, although Jay was firm in his
assertions within the discussions, he did not state his values as if they were facts, as was evident
in the following post from his sociology course:
As I discussed in class, I found Jane Elliot's Strategy to be very efficient when
demonstrating the negative outcome of discrimination. The experimentation done with
the children was just a little nudge towards teaching a huge audience how discrimination
is displayed. I feel like people got the gist of the lesson, but it didn't really touch or move
them in an impacting way. It was until she used the experimentation on adults that
people full grasped the idea of discrimination. With the assumption that adults have a
more fully developed and mature mentality, the adults should have acted differently from
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the children but they did not. In fact, the adults acted worse in my opinion. The
frustrated lady was a perfect example of how the oppressed feel in society. The back and
forth conversation Jane Elliot and this lady made Elliot's lesson as blatant as it could ever
be.
His use of phrases such as “I found,” “I feel like,” and “in my opinion” demonstrated that Jay
recognized that his values and opinions were not facts but rather were ideas that could be
debated.
Mark seemed to like being able to write about his values within the asynchronous online
discussions. There was evidence of Mark thinking about and sharing his values in his earliest
critical thinking course:
From this week’s discussion I have learned that in many situations the key to success is
attitude. One does not simply chill in bed the whole day and expect a college diploma
magically appearing in front of their eyes. With the right attitude everything is possible.
Another idea that I learned from other students is that people are afraid of actually trying
because they might fail and then just give up completely. Just the fear alone is enough
from some high school students to not even think about college let alone pursuing going
to college. They think that it will become so difficult that they won’t be able to handle it
and they will just end up failing and dropping out. The truth of the matter is that trying is
the first step and if you don’t try then you will never even get close to your goals and
ultimately your dreams. –Mark
In that post, Mark appeared to be synthesizing his classmates’ stated values into his own belief
system. However, Mark stated in his individual interview how his discussion participation
strategies had changed over time. He described limiting incorporation of his values into the
online discussions later in his college career. For example, he talked about writing more quickly
and putting fewer personal elements into discussion posts as time progressed:
It's weird seeing how my writing style [has changed]. When it comes to writing a
persuasive paper or something, I do [incorporate] that human feeling or [put] personal
thoughts on paper. But, in the discussions today, I don't really do that anymore. I just
write them out as fast as I can, just get them over with, almost. But, it seems like back
here, I put feeling into these.
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By Mark having said, “it’s weird,” it can be inferred that he did not consciously make the
decision to use less affective elements in his posts. He had forgotten that in the past he had
incorporated more personal elements into his writing. When asked in the individual interview
why the change had occurred, Mark suggested:
Honestly, I think it has to do with time for me. I guess it's two things, yeah. One would
be time; I do work a lot now, and I have a lot more homework to do, so I've got to
balance everything out. I've got to knock [the online discussions] out, just to get them
over with. But I guess [the] number two [reason] would be, I don't want to say boring,
but it's almost repetitive. I guess, from three years ago, it has gotten a little repetitive and
boring….I don't feel like putting that much effort into them anymore. Why, that second
part, I don't know. Maybe I'm lazy.
In Mark’s senior year, he was balancing full-time paid employment with a full course load and
time management was important to him. For Mark, having online discussions in all of his
courses did not seem to facilitate the development of affective strategies to enhance social
presence. Rather, the repetition of online discussions in class after class apparently had lessened
his interest in including affective elements.
However, as Mark examined the transcripts from his economics course, which he had
taken just a few months prior to the individual interview, he realized that he incorporated
affective elements into those online discussions as well; "See, this is interesting. Because kind of
looking back at my [critical thinking] class, where I would put more thought into it and more of
myself, what happened to me and whatnot, it shows here, too." He sounded a little surprised. As
he kept reading, he then added, "I did it again." While Mark believed that he included less
emotion and self-disclosure in his more recent online posts, he was able to recognize those
affective indicators upon review of the discussion transcripts from his economics course. For
example, Mark told a story of a decision he made in high school:
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This may not be a super big decision but one choice that I had to make was whether to
finish going to Polish school or not. Ever since I was little I was forced to go to Polish
school by my parents so that I could learn the language and history about my home
country. When I became older, I entered the equivalent of high school except it was all
in polish and I had a decision that I had to make. Either I spend more time and study and
pass this big test that goes over all 3 years of this high school learning, or I quit and spend
my time on other activities. Well I ended up staying and finishing the 'Matura' as they
called it and got a nice plaque for it along with all of the knowledge I learned. The main
reason I stayed and finished was because I was very close to finishing. I was already in
the school for 8 years so I could easily finish those last 3. Sure I couldn't go out with
friends and had more homework to do, but I felt better off knowing that I went through
something that not everyone goes through.
Mark was using self-disclosure in telling about a personal experience. At the same time, his
values were apparent as he discussed his work ethic and interest in engaging in “something that
not everyone goes through.” While it is unclear if his satisfaction with the course led to more
personal sharing, or if the inclusion of affective elements within the online discussions made
Mark like the course more, it appeared there was a relationship between the two.
Emotion. When participants integrated emotion into their online posts, self-disclosure
was typically evident as well. As an example, a post from Jessica’s English course included both
emotion and self-disclosure:
I like my sources. I feel like I was able to find exactly the information I need for this
paper. The citing is what's getting me too, Student 1. I'm afraid I'm going to screw it up.
From the exercise we did in class, I am definitely not confident in my ability to figure out
what goes where and when to use what. I guess I'll get it eventually.
In that post, Jessica provided a peek into some of her own fears. Similarly, in a post from her
introductory critical thinking course, Marti displayed emotion and disclosed personal
information:
Looking back at my learning plan in week 5 I have improved in most of my goals. The
one goal I need to improve with is reading more. I did start reading a book but I find
myself very busy at times and so i have not been keeping up. I'm very proud of myself
for being able to keep up with my other goals I just need to push more and complete them
all.
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In that post, Marti was reflecting on the goals she had set for herself earlier in the semester and
her progress towards reaching them. She honestly shared her struggle regarding one goal, thus
demonstrating self-disclosure. Additionally, she expressed the pride she felt as she realized how
far she had come towards her goals.
In contrast, there was little evidence of Al expressing emotion within the online
discussion transcripts. Although Al was willing to self-disclose in the introductions, often shared
values, and liked to tell stories he believed related to the course content, the stories he told were
generally not of a personal nature. There was often no emotion within the stories. One
exception was a story that Al told in relation to a case study in his business law course. The case
study revolved around a couple who had been drinking at an employer-sponsored holiday party
and then were in a car accident. Al commented on the couple’s situation, inserted a story, and
then commented once again on the couple:
but yet the hotel bar employees were jut doing their jobs, so how would they be
responsible of the actions of others. people need to be able to police themselves. the only
way the employees would have known that this couple had a substance abuse problem is
if they were told before hand. its is why i personally believe that they would not be held
liable. in addition to, the couple knew the company offered free cab rides and of their
own free will, they opted to get behind the wheel of their car making them completely
liable. they should have know "hey, im way to drunk to drive". then again though, i have
a friend that got the worst DUI in the world, an underage one, and this was right after the
laws changed of Illinois. the fines, the stupid tox-a-lock they you "have" to have installed
into your car and the forced AA meetings plus the Alcoholics counselling meeting where
you have to go and piss into a cup once a week to make sure your clean. so i can not offer
a clear untainted opinion when it comes to drinking and driving at all. i say make the
couple pay for everything and lock them up.
The second half of that post was emotionally charged and Al’s frustration was evident.
However, in the data analyzed, that post was the only one of Al’s found with that level of
emotion.
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Al’s general lack of emotion within the online discussion transcripts was markedly
different from the emotion found within Jay’s transcripts, particularly for the courses in which
Jay liked or felt he learned from the online discussions. In particular, it appeared that Jay both
enjoyed and learned from the online discussions in his film class, and almost all of his posts
included a discussion of the emotions Jay experienced through the films, the relevance of his
value system, or both. For example, a post included a discussion of Jay’s values as well as
connected the course content to his personal experience:
Literature and film has had an enormous impact on everyone worldwide. Both types are
used for just pure entertainment, however, both also provides lessons, new insights, and a
way to express one's creativity. There are many benefits whether you are reading a book
or watching a movie. You can always learn something if you really pay attention to what
the author is trying to portray.
As a child, my mom read me many books. There was one book in particular
called The Empty Pot which was about a boy in China who entered in a contest to
become the successor of the Emperor. The contest was that the Emperor gave everyone a
seed and the one who grew the best plant would be the next heir to the throne. The
Emperor really gave everyone bad seeds that couldn't grow and most of the children
ended up cheating and buying grown plant. There was only one boy who stayed honest
and he was rewarded because of it.
I try to live my life by understanding these lessons I've learned through books I've
read and films I've watched. Be honest, treat others with respect, fight for what you
believe in, and hold onto faith, are a few lessons that are constantly being retaught
through all different types of literature.
Both self-disclosure and values were present in that post, and the underlying current of emotion
was evident.
It should be noted that Jay reported his film instructor encouraged the use of affective
indicators through modeling, both online and in the campus-based classroom. Jay responded
positively to the instructor, as he explained in his individual interview:
It was very interactive, both onsite and online. I remember the teacher. He liked the fact
that he is teaching movies, or literature and film. The way he talked about the stuff, even
though I'm not in the film industry or want to get in the film industry, the way he talked
about stuff, the way he talked about angles of the camera, or the way he talked about
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Momento Mori because he loved it so much. Even Shakespeare, we watched a
Shakespeare movie, we watched a Shakespeare comedy in class. He was very excited
about it, and the way he teaches, it had my attention the whole time. Then online…it
would be very lengthy questions that make people think or reply to you. Then…not only
do you learn from him, not only do I learn the different aspects of film, I just learned how
he loves film so much. It makes me want to love something as well. Then [with the]
online discussions…my answers are pretty huge! They're pretty lengthy. I just
remember how invested I was in the online discussions. I don't think I was [as invested]
in any other classes like this [one].
It appeared the use of affective responses by the instructor facilitated Jay’s use of affective
elements within the online discussions. The result for Jay was increased engagement and
satisfaction, as well as lengthier, well-constructed responses within the online discussions.
Summary of the affective elements of social presence. The research participants in the
current study often found the affective elements of the online discussions particularly appealing;
they liked using personal expression as a cornerstone of the online discussion process. For
example, Mark explained his favorite types of discussions were “the questions where it asks [you
to] tell a story about something in your past, [or to tell about when] you've had experience with
this and this, because I actually like telling stories. For me, it's fun.” Mark also seemed to like
adding his own experiences and discussing the emotions and values related to those; his attitude
was shared by other participants.

Cohesive Elements of Social Presence
“Cohesive responses are communication behaviors that build and sustain a sense of
group commitment” (Swan & Shih, 2005, p. 117). The five cohesive indicators of social
presence are greetings and salutations, group references, social sharing, course reflections, and
vocatives (Swan, 2002; Swan & Shih, 2005). There was no evidence of social sharing in the data
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analyzed as part of the current study. As is discussed below, the most common cohesive
indicators for the current study were vocatives.
Greetings and salutations. Jessica, Al, and Jay typically began their introduction posts in
the week one discussions of a new course with a greeting, as in a post from Al’s statistics course:
hi, my name is al, ive lost track of what session this is at [this university], but im told im
on the right track. i live in brookfield and work near by. i am hoping to make it through
stats with all my hair on my head, lol. im hoping to finish school within the next year
and snag a job that involves a lot of travel. i enjoy traveling, ive been to half the country
so far and will be adding to that number in June when my friends and i talk a trip for a
wedding in June to New Orleans. i was planning on trying to go back to key west again
during the winter, but because of the polar vortex last year, i think i will be sating in
Chicago this time.
The use of the word “hi” makes that message friendlier than had Al started with “my name is.”
Although neither Swan (2002) nor Garrison, Anderson, and Archer (2000, 2010) limit
greetings and salutations to introductory posts, the participants in the current study did. That is,
the participants in the current study did not greet their classmates in posts outside of the week
one discussion forums in which they introduced themselves in each course. Furthermore, there
was no evidence of closure salutations such as “goodbye” or “see you soon.” In fact, in the data
analyzed, there was only one post from Mark and one post from Marti that incorporated
greetings. The other participants (Al, Jay, and Jessica) were more likely to use greetings in their
introductory posts than Marti and Mark, although no participant did so for every introductory
post analyzed.
Group references. Within the data analyzed, three participants used group references.
Marti referred to “our book” in regards to the course textbook in a post for her business
information systems course; however, that was the only group reference indicator from Marti in
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the transcripts analyzed. Jessica occasionally made group references, as in a post from her
critical thinking course:
I am not sure that there is one leadership skill that is more important than the others. You
need to be able to use all of the skills we have mentioned in this discussion to be able to
be an adequate leader. Communication is a key skill, but you need to be able to
understand many views as well. If you can't understand where someone is coming from
or how they might be seeing something, then how can you change the way you are
describing or communicating something to a person who just isn't getting it? I learned
that all of these qualities are vital to being a great leader. You can't have one quality
without the other.
In the second sentence, Jessica referred to “the skills we have mentioned”; she was referring to
her classmates and herself as “we.” However, only a minimal amount of group cohesion was
evident in those examples. In contrast, a post from Jay’s film class made use of group references
multiple times:
I do not know if I really understand the method, however, I believe we kind have talked
about this in class. Based off the time period we assume the film Momento is in we did
discuss whether some of the ideas in the movie were logical enough. For example, we
assumed that in that time period technology has advanced enough where he probably
could have used better devices to help him remember moments that he would forget.
Since Jay had connected his online post to a classroom-based discussion, it was logical that he
referred to what “we” talked about in class. The repetition of the word “we” may have
symbolized a bond between Jay and his classmates. Jay also used group references in three of
his posts in his lower-level engineering course. For example, he wrote:
Based off the two diagrams I see a bunch of zero ohm resistors. I did some research and
the zero ohm resistors are resistors with 1 black band. It doesn't exactly have zero
resistance but it's pretty close. Zero ohm resistors are used because it's easier to insert
with an automatic insertion machine. They are also easier to remove than the jumper
wires we usually use.
As discussed in the participant introductions, Jay did not like the engineering discussions.
However, it appeared he and his classmates had developed a camaraderie around the experience
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of participating in the online engineering forums, as Jay said that they were “funny to us, the
engineering discussions. It's just humor to us: ‘You said the same thing I did!’” The use of the
group reference appeared to stem from that camaraderie, as the students (at least from Jay’s
perspective) seemed to have taken an approach that said something to the effect of “we don’t like
the online discussions in our engineering courses, but we’re all in this experience together, so
let’s make the best of it.”
Course reflections. Jay’s post from his film class in the preceding paragraph also
contained course reflection, as he referred back to a discussion he and his classmates had
engaged in earlier in the week. Similarly, Marti used the phrase, “as I mentioned in class” within
a post for her human resources course; that was a course reflection as well. Furthermore, there
was one instance of course reflection in Al’s statistics course transcripts:
very true, if i remember Tuesday, a type one was a minor error, but the type 2 was worse,
like your reference to the professors reference. then again, depending on the scale of the
error a type 1 may be as bad kind of, granted that the two are worlds apart, but they can
still have the similar levels of severity
In that post, Al discussed Type 1 and Type 2 statistical errors and referred back to the on-campus
discussion that had taken place in class that week. In all three examples of course reflection,
cohesion was built as students connected the online discussion to what had occurred when the
class met face-to-face.
Vocatives. As compared to the other cohesive indicators, all of the participants utilized
vocatives a great deal. Using their classmates’ names appeared to help the participants to
connect a post they were writing with a classmate’s previous post, as in a post from Marti’s
introductory computer systems course:
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That's a great point Student 7, the operating system was a huge evolution in the business.
On the business side it made things run a lot smoother and operate better, but on the
employee side it affect many that where replace by the systems
The use of her classmate’s name in that post was a way for Marti to strengthen the connection
not only between Student 7’s post and her own, but also between Student 7 and Marti. Although
all of the participants used vocatives several times, Marti used them most frequently. Of the 83
posts by Marti analyzed as part of the current study, 22 of them included a vocative.
In general, the use of a classmate’s name seemed to connect the two responses and thus
made the discussion feel more cohesive. Often, however, the participants appeared to use
vocatives in order to form a bond with a classmate prior to expressing a disagreement with an
assertion that classmate had put forth. For example, in one of his sociology posts, Jay wrote:
I understand your point of view Student 1 however, if the job doesn't in anyhow tie into
the subject of White Supremacist group then I would definitely report him. If it's maybe
for paper or some other reason, then personal research needs to be done on his or her time
away from work. People can trace the history of an employees internet browser and
could find that someone was looking up White Supremacist group that could result in a
very bad image for the company.
Rather than just writing “I disagree,” Jay used cohesive indicators such as the student’s name and
the phrase “I understand your point of view” to develop a connection with the student before
expressing an opposing perspective. Agreement and disagreement are discussed below as
interactive responses, however, it should be noted that their use might have been impacted by
cohesive responses such as vocatives.
Summary of the cohesive elements of social presence. As compared to affective and
interactive indicators, there were considerably fewer cohesive indicators found in the data
analyzed. Jay best expressed how the participants thought about cohesion. During the group
interview with Al, Jay, and Mark, the three participants compared the university’s online
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discussions to those of a forum for people interested in cars and motorcycles, an interest the
interviewees shared. Jay said, “I don't necessarily have things I want to accomplish in the
[course-based] discussion posts, where in a car forum, everyone has this common goal to
accomplish something.” There was an indication that Jay did not feel a cohesive bond being
built through his online course discussions. However, Jay did have bonds with many of his
classmates, as was evident in the statement he made during the individual interview regarding his
friends’ online posts: “I pinpoint the people I know...and I look at their answers...I care about
what they would say.” However, it appeared that those relationships developed outside the
online forums and carried over to the online environment; cohesive bonds did not appear to be
created within the asynchronous online discussions.

Interactive Elements of Social Presence

Another way students can build social presence is by presenting evidence that they are
reading their classmates’ online discussion posts; those pieces of evidence were interactive
indicators of social presence (Swan, 2002; Swan & Shih, 2005, p. 117). The types of interactive
indicators are acknowledgment, approval, agreement/disagreement, invitation, and personal
advice. At least one participant utilized each type of indicator.
Acknowledgement. An acknowledgement strategy is a reference to, or a quotation from,
a classmates’ previous post (Swan, 2002; Swan & Shih, 2005). It is a way of saying, “I read this
post” without evaluating it. Jay, Jessica, Al, and Marti all used acknowledgements to interact
with their classmates. For example, Marti sometimes answered a classmate’s question, as when
she responded to a question posed by Student 12 in her human resources course:
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Student 12, I do think the weekly meetings were a big help. It even something I carried
on myself and I used it where I currently work. Since I am a manager now I make sure to
meet with my staff at least once a week so I can hear any thoughts or ideas they have
about the job. I think its also a good time for them to hear from me and communicate
about our actual roles on the job. It helps keep everyone concentrated on what we are
there to do.
It was clear from that post that Marti had read what Student 12 had posted and was taking the
time to respond to the question Student 12 had posed.
Not all acknowledgments required questions to be answered. In Jay’s senior project
course, another student had posted a short description of his team’s plan for the upcoming
presentation. Jay responded, “Same with our group. We will just be adding the progress we have
made since our last presentation.” Jay was neither agreeing nor disagreeing with what his
classmate had previously written, nor was he providing a compliment. Rather, he was building
off what the other student had said in order to add to the discussion. Interaction was present but
minimal. Marti, Al, and Jessica often used acknowledgements in the same way as Jay did in that
post above, that is, as platforms to ground their discussion posts prior to adding new thoughts.
Approval. One strategy used by Marti, Jessica, and Jay was starting online discussion
posts with compliments to their peers; those compliments were approvals. For example, Jessica
used each of the following:


“Student 15, that looks great to me.”



“I really like that example, Student 5!”



“I think you have some great responses here, Student 17.”

Approvals not only connect the current post to a previous message, but they do so in a very
positive manner. Marti, too, used approvals in many of her discussion posts. She explained in
her individual interview:
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It’s just dealing with what the teacher says you have to do. A lot of teachers say you
have to thread with each other. I can't just go in there and read the last post, ignore it, and
put in my own thought without acknowledging that person created what's in my post. So,
besides making my post longer, it's also the fact that I have to acknowledge that person
who posted last...There was one professor; that was the requirement of that post. If we
didn't acknowledge the previous person, then your post wouldn't count. He's the teacher
that taught me to do it.
It appeared that Marti was explicitly taught by one professor to give acknowledgement and
approval to her classmates’ online posts; Marti continued to use those strategies in her remaining
courses.
Agreement/disagreement. All five of the participants used agreement/disagreement to
build social presence, although they varied in the ways they did so, particularly regarding
disagreement. The participants generally used agreement as a strategy for connecting their posts
with previous responses, as in a post from Mark in his engineering course: “I agree. I did some
tests with straight HTML and python on the Pi and it was really saturating the connection.
There's got to be a better, more efficient way of just sending those simple commands.” Mark
explicitly stated that he agreed, explained his reasoning, and extended the conversation through
an assertion that “there’s got to be a better, more efficient way.”
In general, the participants appeared willing to express some level of disagreement with
their peers within the online discussion forums, but were careful in the way that they structured
their dissenting messages. Many of the participants described trying to find a piece of an earlier
post that they could agree with and write about in the beginning of their post, prior to expressing
their differences. For example, Mark used the strategy in a post from his economics course:
I agree with everyone else about non-durable good and services showing health about the
GDP. However, I think that it would be wise to look at other countries GDP's in order to
judge the health of ours. For example, if we look to China, we know their GDP is not as
big as ours. However, if something changes in China, so let's say they cut production by
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50%, if our GDP goes up, that would mean that we're exporting more and that's healthy.
But if there is no change to our GDP, that might indicate a problem.
In that post, Mark was interacting with both his classmates and the content he was learning. He
seemingly was able to provide an alternate perspective without sounding argumentative.
In the group interview, Jay explained that he tried to find the right tenor for oppositional
messages: “[I] watch out for the tone of my message….But I just say, ‘I see what you're trying to
get it, but I feel like it's basically wrong.’ And then I'll just tell them what my side of the view
is.” Review of the online discussion transcripts supported Jay’s assertion regarding the tone of
his oppositional messages. For example, in a sociology discussion, one of Jay’s classmates
wrote that if she observed subtle discrimination occurring, she probably would remain silent. In
response, Jay wrote:
I see your point Student 5 and I honestly think it's the most common standpoint. In
reality, these scenarios aren't that extreme. Most discrimination situations in public are
subtle and the most common reaction to it is just to ignore it because they are not being
directly affected by it. I personally would also not say much to it, however, I do believe if
for some reason discrimination is just as extreme and loud as the videos we watch it
would be unjust to keep quiet. If someone is really offended and emotionally hurt then we
should have some social responsibility to stand up for someone who isn't strong enough
to defend themselves.
Jay began that post finding a point of agreement, “I see your point.” In the middle of his post,
the use of “however” indicated that he was providing an alternative view.
Al differed from the other participants in that he was less concerned with how his
classmates might perceive opposition to their posts. As he explained in his individual interview:
Online…you don't have physically have a face. You don't physically have an
appearance….You can be having a conversation with somebody. You can have a
disagreement that can spark into pretty much an argument. But it's nothing more than
basically an empty threat, especially if it's an online class. You're never going to see that
person again. So, basically, the argument is a hoax, except for the point of the class.
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In Al’s opinion, the lack of physical presence within online discussions apparently translated into
a lack of a physical threat, and thus was an “empty threat.” In fact, Al described appreciating the
give-and-take of the online discussion forums and liked hearing the multiple perspectives of his
classmates in his individual interview: “Sometimes you've got to throw something controversial
out there just to get a response. Otherwise it's just going to be another post in the threaded
discussions….It dead ends right there.” Al appreciated disagreement and debate within the
discussion forums; he seemed to believe they were the point of online discussions. Thus, for Al,
providing countering viewpoints was a way of developing appropriate social presence within the
asynchronous online discussions. Disagreements are also discussed in the section Facework
towards others, below.
Invitation. Invitations are posts in which students ask questions or encourage responses
to their online discussion messages (Swan, 2002; Swan & Shih, 2005, p. 136). Mark, Al, and Jay
used invitations in their posts. Mark ended several of that posts in his introductory critical
thinking course with a variation of “Hope I explained this well. If there are questions just post
them up!” However, Mark stopped using the strategy early in his college career and even said
during the interview, “I don’t think I would write this,” although he then saw other examples of
invitations that were also in his critical thinking discussion transcripts. As for Al, he
occasionally made an invitation to respond by asking a question, such as in a post from one of
his math courses: “why would you lean more towards gender rather than the time of year? you
could do time of year on a month to month scale and then break it down by gender and then by
age group.” Invitations served the purpose of encouraging classmates to interact with the person
making the invitation.
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Personal advice. Mark and Jessica gave personal advice to their classmates within the
online discussions, another interactive indicator of social presence. As an example, within his
engineering course, Mark’s classmates were discussing their upcoming presentations and Mark
wrote, “Very good point. I also want to add that you might want to give examples that your
audience can relate so they themselves can see themselves using your product.” That post used
both agreement and personal advice.
Personal advice was important to Jessica; as she explained in her individual interview,
she “love[d] helping people!” For instance, within her business information systems course, she
posted the following: “Student 4, what you would want to do is put the screen shot into a Word
document and then attach it to the discussion post. Otherwise, you run into the problem you're
having now. :)” A classmate had tried to insert a screenshot directly into a discussion post and
when it did not work, Jessica suggested an alternate way of including the screenshot. For both
Mark and Jessica, it can be inferred that they were relating to their classmates as people, not just
words on the page.
Summary of the interactive elements of social presence. Al, Marti, and Jessica all had a
greater number of interactive indicators within their online discussion transcripts than affective
or cohesive indicators. All of the participants described the purpose of the online discussions as
a space to interact online with their instructors and classmates. Mark summarized by saying,
“That's what the threaded discussions were supposed to be for: to spark conversation and ideas,
[to share] experiences and whatnot.” In fact, the participants expressed being most frustrated by
courses in which interaction was stifled by the use of closed-ended questions. In her individual
interview, Jessica discussed a computer course in which there was little interaction within the
discussion forums:
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You can discuss about it online, sure, but you don't really get anything out of it. You're
just saying, "Oh yeah, this is how I would do that.” …I got absolutely nothing out of the
discussions….It was just definitions and useless things. Having an online discussion for
this class was ridiculously pointless...If you're stuck on one point, you can't go any
farther.
All of the participants shared their displeasure at online discussions that lacked interactivity.
Participants appeared to recognize the online discussions as a social space and thus expected to
communicate with others within that space.

Summary of Social Presence

As in previous research (e.g., Akyol & Garrison, 2008; Kim, Kwon, & Cho, 2011; Lloyd,
2009; Swan & Shih, 2005; Whiteside, 2015), there were many examples of social presence
indicators within the online discussion transcripts of all five participants. However, some of the
research participants stated they did not think of their classmates as people, nor did they
deliberately try to project their own personalities into the online discussions. These findings are
similar to those of Gerbic (2006). However, Kehrwald (2008) found participants unanimously
experienced their classmates as real people within the online discussions. In Kehrwald’s (2008)
study, specific strategies were utilized to build social presence. The use of those strategies may
help to explain the differences between the current study and Kehrwald (2008).
As the participants in the current study described what they liked about the online
discussions, most of their examples related to the interaction between classmates or the
opportunities to incorporate personal expression, reflecting the findings of Liu and Yang (2014).
Furthermore, in both the online discussion transcripts and the interview discussions, there was
less evidence of group cohesion than of affective or interactive elements of social presence. The
finding was somewhat surprising in light of Akyol and Garrison’s (2008) assertion that group
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cohesion generally increases through a semester, and the participants in the current study were
discussing their experiences over multiple years. It may be the lack of cohesion that generally
led participants in the current study to feel the online discussions did not build community.
Whiteside (2015) argued that a lack of community connectedness diminishes overall social
presence and potentially negatively affects student learning. Nonetheless, all of the participants
in the current study utilized affective, cohesive, and interactive strategies to build online social
presence. Furthermore, the participants generally viewed online discussions more favorably
when social presence strategies were used by classmates, instructors, and themselves. The
relationship of social presence to positive perceptions of online discussions corresponds with the
findings of previous research (Akyol & Garrison, 2008; Gunawardena & Zittle, 1997; Horzum,
2015; Ke, 2010; Richardson & Swan, 2003; Rourke, Anderson, Garrison, & Archer, 1999; Russo
& Benson, 2005).
Facework
According to Goffman (1967), face is defined as “the positive social value a person
effectively claims for himself by the line others assume he has taken during a particular contact”
(p. 5); face is thus synonymous with social identity (Cupach & Metts, 1994; Metts & Cupach,
2008). By line, Goffman (1967) was referring to the actions, gestures, and tone that people take
to support their faces (p. 5). Facework, then, is the combination of “strategies that interactants
use to present, maintain, and/or restore these preferred identities” (Kerssen-Griep, Hess, & Trees,
2003, p. 360). The goal of facework is for all individuals within an interaction to remain “in
face,” that is, to present and maintain lines that are accepted by the others with whom the
interaction is occurring (Goffman, 1967, p. 7). In the sections below, I discuss how the
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participants engaged in facework within the asynchronous online discussions. The first section
examines the strategies the participants used to protect their own faces, what Goffman (1967)
called a defensive orientation to facework. The second section examines the facework
participants engaged in on behalf of the faces of their classmates, that is, they used a protective
orientation to facework (p. 14).

Defensive Facework

Face threats occur when people are unable to maintain the faces they are trying to project
for themselves, or when they are unable to project faces that are appropriate for the interactions
in which they are engaged. Goffman (1967) referred to these, in respective order, as being “in
wrong face” and being “out of face” (p. 8). In addition, there are two elements of a person’s face
that he or she tries to maintain: positive face and negative face. Positive face is “the desire to be
approved of” and negative face is “the desire to be unimpeded in one’s actions” (Brown &
Levinson, 1987, p. 13). These are examined separately below.
Positive face. Each of the participants used different lines to project positives face in the
online discussions. Some participants carefully developed lines to display the image they wished
to display. Others utilized avoidance processes to dodge potential face threats. For most of the
participants, there was variation in lines between classes. Some participants had lines that
remained relatively stable through their college careers, while others evolved. Due to the
personal nature of positive face, each participant is discussed separately below.
The positive face that Jay attempted to project through online discussions matured during
his college years. In his individual interview, when asked about the image that he put forth in his
first class (that is, the positive face), Jay said:
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Bad student, because I only [posted] twice, maybe once, a week. I wrote something, but
then…I didn't care at all. I played someone who just goes in and answers the question,
and then leaves and just didn't really care.
Jay stated he was not concerned about presenting the face of a “good student” within the online
discussions when he first began college. However, saying that he “just didn’t really care” could
actually indicate that Jay felt that his face was threatened. The idea of Jay experiencing face
threat was supported by his use of avoidance processes in his first class: “"I didn't really post
anything. Either I didn't post, or I didn't post anything structured, or anything useful to read."
By posting only minimally, Jay used a line that supported the face he seemingly wanted others to
perceive, that is, of a student who did not care. He explained his perspective regarding online
discussions early in his college career:
I hated threaded discussions in my first class, or just my first year of college. I thought
there was no point to it. I didn't like logging on late at night, like 11:00. I didn't know
any purpose of threaded discussions back then.
Not understanding the purpose of a discussion forum may have made it difficult for Jay to know
how to behave in the new environment.
As he reviewed the transcripts from his first course during the individual interview, Jay
summarized how he viewed his early postings: “I see a lot of grammatical errors and things I
wouldn't do now...I wrote like I was talking to someone personally...I don't like the way I typed
my answers.” For example, in a discussion in his introductory critical thinking course,
responding to a student who noted that George Washington self-imposed a term limit on his
presidency, Jay wrote:
So he did not want to become a dictator? He though remaining president would
eventually become dictator like. I guess he had fear of power consuming him. Do you
think that was a good choice he took? I mean he was such a great leader, what if he
stayed as president. He might have accomplishmed more great things.
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Grammar and spelling errors were evident, and the tone was informal. In his senior year,
however, Jay strove to present a professional face through a line that included proper grammar
and spelling, a more formal tone, and organized thoughts. Those components were evident in a
post from his film class:
If I had to choose between strange and bizarre sights or stories that explore human
experiences for a movie I would choose stories that explore human experiences. I do see
that movies like Trip to the Moon do provide crazy and awesome visual effects, but I
think reading about those sci-fi and abstract movies leaves your imagination running
wild. If an author is very good at their description of a scene then reading each word is
always exciting.
Whereas watching a film about stories that explore the human experience shows
the importance of visual emotions. When you see someone expressing a certain emotion
you can either relate, learn, or experience both at the same time. For example, when you
watch a movie about someone going through cancer you can see and only understand a
little bit of what that person is going through. I think it's very important to see visuals
rather than reading to relate and understand human experiences.
That post is coherent, organized, and generally grammatically correct. The change in the way
Jay posted was deliberate. He spoke about the face he wanted to present in the classes he was
taking at the time of data collection:
I think I try to present myself professionally when I do threaded discussions now….I
want a well done answer, even though people don't see me. I'm kind of quiet in class
sometimes and I dress in sports clothes. Maybe people don't see me as a professional or
organized person….Just for my own satisfaction, I want someone to read my answer and
be like, “Oh, that's a really good answer.”
In his last year of college, Jay was generally able to use a line that matched the positive face he
wished to present, that of an effective, professional-sounding communicator. In other words, Jay
was in face in regards to his communication style.
Another element of the positive face that Jay put forth was of someone who deliberated
and debated. As he stated in his individual interview:
I like to say a comment and then have an open-ended kind of answer. I want to say my
opinion, but then [ask] if anybody agrees or something like that, just so other people can
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get in and have their opinion, too. I love to have people tell me I'm wrong. I like to have
that debate; I like to have that argument.
Jay found value in the give-and-take of discussion. He liked using a line that allowed him to
assert his perspective but also to listen to the voices of others. In other words, he was in face
when he was given the opportunity to hear from others as well as to share his perspective, as in a
posting regarding a phone application called “Make Me Asian” from his sociology course:
I have read the comments made by other classmates and I agree that there is a double
standard present, however, I do not believe that just because there is a double standard it
makes this app okay to be distributed.
I do see that there are apps that make you look old or fat and it’s accepted by
society but just because it’s widely accepted doesn't mean that it's right. An app that
makes you look old, fat, Asian, African, etc. for the purpose of humor is wrong. Another
person's identity shouldn't be mimicked to be laughed at because that is just an example
of discrimination.
Whether it is the minority or majority being made fun of, there is still wrong in
the situation. I agree that people should have humor in themselves, however, when you
advertise certain jokes to the public there will always be groups of people being
negatively affected.
Postings such as those demonstrated Jay’s positive face as a person who was able to assert his
own opinions but simultaneously be respectful of others. When, as a part of the individual
interview, he was asked to describe how he liked to participate in asynchronous online
discussions, Jay explained:
First I read the [initial instructor post], no matter how many people have commented on
it. I want to voice my opinion right away, rather than talking about someone else's
opinion….I want to post what I think first, and then read other people's comments…I like
to read other people's opinions....I always want to be open-minded. I definitely want to
see all sides of the argument.
When online forums encouraged perspective sharing, Jay maintained his positive face and
derived satisfaction from participating in the activity.
Like Jay, Mark’s online discussion postings evolved during his time at college. Mark
suggested the online discussions had made him a more professional writer:
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I work at [company] and we have corporate e-mails. I've noticed that some of the
discussions, it's helped being able to write professionally. I mean, of course, it depends
on what class, but most of the time, it does help [with] structure like what you want to say
and whatnot. And that translates into my work, and so I guess it helps me be a better
writer. Maybe not a better essay writer, but a short, quick, professional conversation
writer.
Mark was describing how he was now able to present a more professional face through the skills
he developed while writing for the online discussions.
Although the grammatical aspects of his online discussion postings may have matured, an
analysis of Mark’s online discussion transcripts showed that the line he used to participate in
online discussions generally had remained consistent throughout his college career. It appeared
the primary line he used was a series of behaviors to promote the face of a discussion facilitator.
Mark seemed to like giving his opinion and provoking others to do the same:
I do take a stand on certain topics. So, in some of the discussions, I would give out my
opinion, explain my opinion. People would respond, with "Oh, I certainly don't agree
with that" or whatever. I guess I was trying to provoke people to try to give their own
opinions or give their own experiences or something like that.
Even in his introductory critical thinking course, Mark strove to elicit multiple perspectives into
the discussions. He continued to post his opinion in his later courses as well, in the hopes of
getting feedback from others, as in a post from his economics course:
Government has to inject some kind of control in our market. Even though we say we
have a free market, it is restricted. Most of the laws that government puts in is to keep
consumers safe. Now this does hurt the businesses at times but I think that businesses
can change and innovate to then not be affected by these laws. However some businesses
will start to do shady things and then the government has to act as the 'police' and shut
harmful situations down. Such things as drugs or human trafficking are really bad and
the government has to protect consumers from that.
As far as welfare goes, in my opinion the idea is great but the result is not what is
supposed to happen. Welfare is supposed to help people by giving them resources to get
jobs and start working. Unfortunately, many people see them as payouts and become
unmotivated to find jobs. As far as why the government does it, mainly to have people
start spending money and consuming. This would help the market because now there
would be a greater demand.
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By presenting an opinion that was relevant to the course discussion, Mark was making it easier
for others to respond to him. That was a deliberate strategy by Mark and it is discussed in more
depth below, in the section Facework towards others.
Although Mark appreciated debate, and tried to facilitate interesting conversations, he
only expressed his opinions when he felt confident in his response: “I still like [provoking
discussion]. I mean, throughout my three years of classes, [there] are classes where I would try
to do that…. [But] sometimes I won't be confident enough to put my own thing up there.” In
other words, there were times when the threat to his face led to Mark not trying to spark a debate,
but rather to use the avoidance strategy of writing a minimal amount.
In his individual interview, Mark shared other strategies he used to present his positive
face within the online discussions:
I'll try to put in jokes sometimes into my threaded discussion, just because I do that in
class sometimes. I guess, it just carries over…just make whoever is reading it laugh,
or…know that it's someone. Yeah, I guess that's what I do. Depending on the class, too,
I think that changes things….If it's a class where I'm not one hundred percent confident
with the topic, or whatever the question was, I'll try not to put jokes. I'll try to straight up
just answer the question, maybe give an example….I'm not trying to seem cocky or
anything like that. I'm just going to put up my answer, maybe explain it a little. But, I'm
not going to put up a joke or my own story or experience.
Mark liked to use a line online that reflected the funny, slightly sarcastic personality he typically
put forth in the real world. However, when he did not feel confident, he strove to avoid the
potential shame of appearing arrogant by writing shorter, straightforward posts. In other words,
in situations in which he felt capable, Mark used a line that matched his real-world personality;
in contexts in which he felt less adept, he used a line that minimized face threat.
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Although Mark worried about appearing arrogant, he was less concerned with giving an
incorrect answer than some of the other participants. As part of his individual interview, Mark
explained:
If you are wrong, or weren't completely right, two things will happen: either your answer
will be great, or it will be bad and people will still respond to it. Then it will be, "I don't
think this is completely right, but have you thought about it this way?"...It might not be a
good thing for you, but it might be a good thing for others. It's an opportunity to help.
Rather than worry about being out of face, Mark focused on the support an incorrect answer
could provide to his classmates’ faces.
Mark suggested that the structure of the online discussion forums helped protect him
from being in wrong face. As he explained: “You get to read through what you say before you
actually say it, and you've got to actually think about it….It gives you more time to think about it
and correct yourself if you're wrong.” Mark apparently recognized the opportunity to reflect on
his answer before sharing it publicly as a benefit of online discussions. He understood how the
structure of the online discussions could minimize face threats, as compared to discussion within
a face-to-face classroom.
In contrast to Mark, Marti seemed quite concerned about face threats related to the online
discussions. She described being afraid of being embarrassed or ashamed of her posts,
sometimes in relation to the course content and other times because of her writing ability. It can
be inferred that Marti’s goal was to put forth the face of an intelligent student and a person who
could articulate her thoughts. That is, it seemed Marti equated her online social identity with the
quality of her post. For example, when asked if her personality came through in the online
discussions for a course she liked, Marti said, “Definitely. I felt like I could give my whole one
paragraph [or whole] page post that teachers are looking for, [a] good quality post. I was able to
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express that more.” Thus, within the online discussions, Marti strove to appear competent,
although she struggled with self-doubt. As she explained in her individual interview:
[When I first began participating in online discussions], since I wasn't really used to it
and I'm not a good writer…I struggled a lot. I didn't really know what to say. I was sort
of really shy as well to answer to others...and really [to give] my opinion on what they
had to say. But, since we've practiced it so much…I've been able to pick up on it more...I
feel like I can give my opinion. I will respond to others.
The fact that English was Marti’s second language seemed to make the online discussion forums
a threatening environment for her. However, over time, Marti indicated she had been able to
build upon her successes and had increased the confidence she felt in writing discussion posts.
Although she felt she had improved in the online discussions, Marti talked quite a bit in
her individual interview about her fear of looking foolish to her classmates. At one point, she
said:
I think the only difference is that my whole class is going to be reading this, as opposed
to my teacher with an assignment. Do I really want my classmates to think something
bad of me if I go in and put...what if my discussion doesn't mean what they're writing?
Marti was explicit that it was the public nature of the online discussions that bothered her:
There's more than one person who is going to see it. If I am wrong, someone's going to
say, "No, you're wrong." Because some people will speak up like that….With an
assignment, my teacher will just mark it wrong or take points off. But in the discussions,
someone will point it out, and it's like, "Oops!"
Marti was afraid of being judged by her peers, or of having a classmate point out an error of hers
to other classmates. Marti knew instructors noticed and sometimes commented upon errors she
made, yet she seemed to accept that as part of the norms of student life. However, she was
uncomfortable with other students seeing her mistakes; she was afraid she would be judged for
being out of face. Compared to the other participants, Marti was the most concerned with
protecting her positive face.
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In order to protect her face and avoid feeling shame-faced, Marti sometimes copied and
pasted verbatim from websites within her online discussion posts, as in a post from her business
information systems course:
In order to increase cash flow a business must start from operations by looking closely at
each of its current assets and current liabilities. Reviewing the turnover of each and every
item may allow the company to reduce the inventory quantities thereby freeing up cash
that would have been sitting in inventory. Accounts receivable needs to be monitored to
be certain that every customer is adhering to the agreed upon credit terms and that the
terms are consistent with your industry. http://www.accountingcoach.com/blog/how-cana-business-increase-its-cash-flow-from-operations
Marti deleted a sentence from the webpage but otherwise plagiarized the site. In the interview,
she did not describe any negative ramifications from her instructor for the action, nor for similar
posts. However, in regards to that post above, Marti explained in the individual interview that
she was not trying to take credit for creating an insightful definition of cash flow. She had read
her classmates’ posts but did not understand the content she was supposed to be learning, and
thus she did not know how to create a quality post that would match the positive face she wanted
to present:
When I would read others’ posts, I didn't really know what they were talking about. So,
for me to have to go in there and have to write a whole paragraph on something, I didn't
know what to write. So, a lot of it was like, "This is what I found on this website." It
wasn't really me; [it] wasn't really my opinion or anything. It was just sort of, "Hey, look
what I found." or "Hey, good job.” …It wasn't really me extending that discussion. I felt
like I wasn't understanding the material in the class. So then I struggled with writing
about it, because I wasn't fully understanding it...I was confused! I didn't know what to
write.
For Marti, plagiarizing the website was an avoidance process; it was a way to hide behind the
words of someone she felt was more competent than herself.
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Unlike the participants described above, Jessica did not talk a lot about how she wanted
to be perceived by her peers or instructors within the online discussions. The one comment she
made was:
I probably try to make myself seem friendly and nice.…I'm not a rude person....I'll tiptoe
around things and even while I'm saying, "Oh no, I don't think that's right," I'll be like,
"Oh, but I can see where you're coming from!” [or] “I can see why you made that
mistake, but it's okay."
Jessica seemed to be saying the positive face she was presenting online was that of someone who
provided face support to others. It appeared she was less concerned with the content of her post
as she was with the tone in which she responded to others. Jessica’s face supportive strategies
are explored in more detail in the section Facework for others, below.
Furthermore, in comparison to Marti, Jessica was not as concerned with getting the
correct answer for closed-ended questions. For example, Jessica described in her individual
interview how responding within the online discussions in her accounting courses was easier
than for other courses:
I feel like [posting in the online discussions] is probably easier with an accounting class.
Because [professors] could be like, "Here's this problem. Help each other work through
it." Not only are you fulfilling the discussion post requirement, but also it's practice. It's
learning what you have to do.
Jessica did not appear to have been worrying about being in wrong face, that is, of being
ashamed of having the wrong answer. In regards to accounting problems, Jessica viewed the
online discussions as a safe space to make errors and learn from them; the discussion forums did
not pose a threat to Jessica’s positive face. However, she feared making an inaccurate statement
in other situations:
When everybody has got these amazing discussions and you don't really know what to
put there. You put something and then you realize, "Oh crap. That's wrong." It's public,
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and then everyone is judging you. [That’s] probably not [true], but that's what it feels
like: that everyone is judging you.
Jessica recognized her classmates might not have been actually be judging her, but she felt as if it
were a possibility. Her positive face was threatened by the potential judgment. Jessica stated,
“At this point, I've probably become really lazy in my discussions because I don't really view
them as important, I guess." However, it may not be that Jessica was lazy, but that she was
avoiding the potential shame of giving the wrong answer and being judged by her classmates.
In contrast, Al expressed he did not feel his positive face was threatened if he wrote a
post in which he was not confident, regardless of the course. When asked in the group interview
about what he did when unsure of the correctness of his response, Al said, "I post it anyway."
Later, when asked if he worried about being judged by his peers, Al stated, "People are going to
think what they're going to think." Unlike the other participants, Al did not appear to have the
goal of presenting the face of a professional or an intelligent student.
Rather, the face that Al endeavored to present within the online discussions appeared to
be similar to that of Mark: Al strove to match his online face to the one he held in the real world.
As he explained in the individual interview, “I personally try to kind of tailor my discussions
around who I am.” Having interviewed Al and read his transcripts, I have to agree that Al wrote
in a very similar style as the one he used to speak. He liked to tell stories, and his stories were
sometimes only tangentially related to the given topic. For example, during the individual
interview, Al said, “I don't like my generation” as part of a story he was telling me about a
course in which he was the youngest student. I came back to the topic later in the interview,
asking, “You mentioned not being a big fan of your generation. Do you have thoughts on that as
it relates to online discussions?” His response was:
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A lot of people within my generation take things at face value. I mean, look at
everything that's going on in the world news right now, I mean, with the cop beatings and
what not. And [my peers] take it at face value. Me personally? I want to know a little
bit more about the situation. That also has a lot to do with the group of people that I
came up with.
With my group of friends, I'm the youngest one, so, I'm kind of used to being on
the lower side of things. When they were all twenty-one and I was still nineteen and
twenty, that really sucked for a little bit. Twenty-one hit and now I'm just like, "Yay, a
birthday" (sarcastically). It's all downhill after that.
Like I was saying, they take everything at face value. Me, personally, I'll
question the situation a little further, because I want to know more about it. Because
we're seeing this point of view; show me the other point of view! What happened before
that instance? I mean, was that reaction validated by what happened? Was it not? That's
what I mean that is the difference between me and them. I do a little bit more...when I'm
on Facebook in the morning, I do a lot of non-main media topic searching, and that's how
I keep up to speed with everything. My buddy, he does the YouTube Channel "The
News in 2 Minutes" and they are strictly restricted to talking about things that the
mainstream media doesn't cover.
You'd be surprised at how many things are going on in this world that you
wouldn't know about, wouldn't know are going on, from watching the mainstream news.
So I don't even watch that news, the regular news except for the weather, because (a)
they're boring, and (b) it's usually the stuff I don't want to hear about. I want to hear
about the other stuff going on in the world, not just those particular things.
Having said the above, Al paused briefly for the first time. I quickly asked how what he was
saying related to online discussions; we then engaged in that topic. The verbosity evident above
was how Al communicated verbally during both the individual and group interviews, as well as
any time we spoke informally. A similar style of communication was evident in Al’s online
discussion transcripts. As an example, one of the discussion topics in his project management
course was in regards to risk management, with four questions regarding identifying, prioritizing,
and controlling risks, as well as developing a contingency plan. Student 6 answered the given
questions with a short paragraph for each, providing her interpretations of the course material.
Al responded to Student 6’s post:
i agree with student 6 and her assessment. but there is another issue at hand. you can only
coordinate the risks that you either know about or plan for. years ago when i was getting
my welding certificates, i was told a story about a welder who ran his own business and
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was sewed because of a porch collapse, but when he was building the installment, he kept
his welding electrodes in an over heated to above 120 degrees, (this is normal for a
certain classification of "rods" (that we called them, normally 6011 or 6013 rods)or
electrodes, but the contractor put a sandwich in the over with the rods and kept using the
rods through out the whole project. few years later the entire porch came down for
reasons unknown at the time. after a test of the metal used and the welds made, it had
turned out the the sandwich that the contractor placed in the oven exposed the rods to
humidity and contaminated the entire batch. moral of the story is that some risks simply
can not be foreseen, even if it spawns from a simply mistake of trying to keep your lunch
warm. needless to say that risk management is not a science but more a game of chance,
or even battleship. you try to discover as much as you can to cover as many possibilities
as you can, but some always remain unforeseen until its too late.
The speech patterns used are similar in both the verbal and written stories, and it was evident that
Al was not concerned about grammar. (Al’s perspective on grammar is discussed in the section
Defensive facework, below.) At the individual interview, Al explained his use of stories in the
online discussions:
I think the best way to maintain the human role in an online discussion is real-life
experience [and] how they apply to certain topics. I think that's the best way to do it. I've
come up with some crazy stories that have happened to me either in life or on the job.
I'm saying the student himself should be able to relate to the topic somehow and then
give a real-world example of something that's happened to them. If you're talking about
engineering, if they want to know about electrical flow on a circuit board, you can talk
about it: "Well, this one time…”
Al deliberately used a storytelling line in order to present an online positive face that matched his
real-world positive face.
The other part of Al’s positive face he worked hard to present is that of a person with
opinions: “I personally try to kind of tailor my discussions around who I am. I mean, just like
anybody and everybody, I'm opinionated.” As discussed above, Al was striving to be his
authentic self in the online discussions and for him, doing so apparently meant expressing his
thoughts. Al’s self-perception was similar to Jay’s view of himself as having the face of
someone who deliberated and debated. Al’s view of himself as someone who engaged in critical
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discussion and dialogue heavily influenced how he engaged in facework with his classmates and
thus is discussed in the section Facework for others, below.
In summary, Jessica endeavored to use a line that projected the face of someone who was
friendly and helpful, while Marti wanted to be viewed as competent and articulate. In the latter
part of their college careers, both Mark and Jay strove to project the face of someone who was
able to communicate in a professional way. Mark also used a line to project the face of someone
who engaged in debate within the online discussions, as did Al. In this section, I described the
positive faces the participants tried to project. In the next section, I examine the negative faces
the participants worked to protect.
Negative face. All of the participants discussed how they felt their autonomy was
sometimes limited within the asynchronous online discussions. As the participants described
how elements of the online discussions could threaten their negative faces, three themes
emerged: instructor expectations, time, and the nature of the initial discussion prompt.
In regards to the first theme, instructor expectations, Mark, Marti, and Al all discussed
how they disliked the expectations some instructors set regarding online discussion participation.
Within his individual interview, Mark summarized his displeasure when he stated:
In the beginning, it was that I couldn't knock [the weekly discussion posts] out in a day.
Okay, I have to log on, and I have to log on tomorrow, and I have to log on again the next
day. It wasn't a piece of homework that I could just knock it out and be done...It was just,
“I have to do it again and again and again.”
Mark struggled early in his college career with the requirement to post on three days each week,
although he later accepted the rule. Al and Marti were less accepting. Although they both
understood it was university policy that students must post in online discussions on three days
each week, Marti and Al described being unhappy when instructors enforced the expectation. As
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Marti explained in the group interview, “Maybe if they have more options. If they say, ‘You can
do it one day, but you have to respond to three different people’.…I feel like if there was more
flexibility, people would be more okay with [online discussion].” Marti described not being
upset that she had to write three messages each week within the discussion forums, but she
talked quite a bit about disliking being forced to post on three different days, both in the
individual and group interviews. Al had a similar opinion, as he shared in his individual
interview:
You can only post once a day and you can't post again until that day closes, and I kind of
don't like that. I mean, I understand that you have to space them out, but I've had classes
before where you can post as much as you want, as many times a day, and we actually
had some interesting conversations, some in-depth conversations….So that one was a
little more enjoyable to me, because you could [write] as much as you want.
Having had one course in which the instructor had bent the rules, Al believed the discussions
could be enhanced by less structure in posting requirements. Both Al and Marti felt the policy of
mandatory posting on three different days each week was too limiting to their individual
freedom; the policy was a threat to their negative faces.
Al also found instructor expectations regarding the mechanics of discussion posts too
limiting, as he discussed in the group interview:
My biggest thing is my computer system, mine is a little weird. I don't know why. It
doesn't do the automatic capitalizing. I always do lowercase "i"s and it doesn't bother
me. It hasn't bothered a lot of teachers. But, other teachers, they literally have docked
me points because it's a lowercase "i". It's like, seriously? Just don't care. Just let it go.
It's absurd. Don't make too big of a deal out of the grammar. Realistically, the
grammar's not important. It's the content that's important.
Al did not think it should matter how his post was written, and was seemingly unconcerned that
some of his instructors had negative perceptions of his refusal to follow grammatical rules.
While other participants were concerned that grammatical errors were threats to their positive

155
faces, as discussed above, for Al, the imposition of rules or expectations regarding grammar and
punctuation served as a threat to his negative face.
Time, the second theme, was discussed by Mark, Jay, and Al. For Mark and Jay, it
appeared the amount of time the online discussions took seemed ridiculous early in their college
careers, given that the students still met face-to-face each week. Jay explained in his individual
interview:
Threaded discussions, in the beginning, were very tough because I didn't like the idea. I
had never done online discussions. Why do we have discussions in class, and then go
home and have another discussion, when we could just spend the time, the three to four
hours we have [meeting face-to-face in class], having [a discussion about] whatever topic
that you have online? In the beginning, I didn't really post anything; either I didn't post,
or I didn't post anything structured or anything useful to read.
At the beginning of his college career, Jay was not considering that for an accelerated class, more
time was needed each week to engage in discussion than the students spent with each other in a
physical classroom. Because he was unhappy with the time required to participate in the
asynchronous online discussions and felt the discussions were a threat to his negative face, Jay
used avoidance processes. In the individual interview, Jay described how avoidance gave him a
feeling of freedom but also negatively affected his grades:
I didn't post some of the weeks sometimes; I only did it once or twice. My grades fell
really hard. After that, it went from not doing posts to just doing them, and just putting
whatever, just to get three posts down. But then, it turned to, well, I have the time to read
them, and... I forgot what class it was, but maybe it was the humanities. There was just
the discussions that wherever I posted, it was back and forth with people…which made
me like threaded discussions.
When Jay’s grades fell due to a lack of participation in the online discussions, he switched
avoidance strategies. He began to participate, but only did the minimum required. Later, he
learned to appreciate the benefits of online discussions and thus the time required for
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participation felt less imposing. The discussions were no longer as big of a threat to his negative
face.
Mark had a similar perspective to Jay early in his college career. He did not see the
purpose of online discussions when he first began engaging in them within his introductory
critical thinking course, as he described in his individual interview:
In the beginning, [online discussion] did seem kind of stupid. [We] meet in class twice a
week, and I still have to do these online [postings]. For me, it didn't really make sense. It
was just kind of pointless, especially if we were talking about things in class that we
already discussed in the discussion. It's like, “Okay, why are we just going over this
again?”
When they were first introduced to asynchronous online discussion, neither Mark nor Jay felt the
blending of face-to-face discussions with online discussions made sense. Rather, the
intertwining of the conversations between on-campus activities and online discussions made the
online discussions feel less purposeful. Like Jay, Mark grew to appreciate online discussion in
later college courses, as he described in his individual interview:
But now, especially in these higher-level classes, it seems that professors, they know
what to talk about in class, and they'll try to keep the threaded discussion and the
classroom discussion separate, so we talk about different things….I guess that made me
start to like the threaded discussions.
Eventually Mark was able to see the online discussions as relevant and as a learning activity he
could appreciate. Thus, Mark was sometimes able to view the discussions as less of a threat to
his negative face; they were less of an imposition to his autonomy. However, as he described in
his individual interview, having discussions in every course also made Mark feel less
autonomous:
It's weird seeing how my writing style [has changed within the online discussions].
When it comes to writing a persuasive paper or something, I do [incorporate] that human
feeling or [put] personal thoughts on paper. In the discussions today, I don't really do
that anymore. I just write them out as fast as I can, just get them over with, almost. It
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seems like back here [in the early discussion transcripts], I put feeling into these…. I've
got to knock [the online discussions] out, just to get them over with….it has gotten a little
repetitive and boring….I don't feel like putting that much effort into them anymore.
When Mark first began taking college courses, the time it took to write online discussions was a
threat to his negative face because he did not understand the purpose of giving his time to engage
in discussion forums. Thinking about his last year in college, the discussion forums were still an
imposition because of the amount of time needed for participation; however, now the burden
stemmed from Mark’s busy schedule. In addition, having asynchronous online discussions in
every course had made them boring to Mark, another type of threat to his negative face.
Like Jay and Mark, Al did not like the time it took to write the discussion posts. His
view remained stable during his college career. He stated in his individual interview:
For me, the biggest issue for my day is allocating time to sit down and do [the online
discussions]. As Mark Cuban says, "Time is my most valuable export. I spend it, but I'll
never get it back." I spend it, but I can never truly reinvest in it. I mean, yeah, [the
online discussions] only take fifteen or twenty minutes a day, but that's fifteen or twenty
minutes I could be focusing on doing something else.
Al disliked the imposition of the discussions and viewed them as a threat to his freedom to spend
his time in the ways he chose.
However, Al’s greatest threat to his negative face was not receiving responses to his
initial posts each week. As he said at the group interview, a "big pet peeve is just not getting
responses in general. That one just absolutely kills me." Later in the interview, he added:
I've actually had classes before where I haven't gotten a response for the first six weeks of
the class, and it sucked. I mean, I had these things; I had these ideas. I put them out
there. I left open-ended [topics] for other people's comments to go back on, and there
was nothing to go on. I had to put in the effort to go find somebody else's, and then
respond, and then hope that somebody responded to that one.
Al apparently did not consider that there might have been something about his posts that made
his classmates not respond to him. He did not see a lack of response as a threat to his positive
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face. Rather, Al focused on the idea that since no one had responded to his message, he now had
to read his peers’ posts in order to find a topic on which to write. Searching for a topic from his
classmates was seemingly an imposition to Al, a threat to his negative face. Al was the only
participant in the current study who spent more time in the individual interview discussing his
negative face than his positive face.
The third theme regarding negative face that emerged was related to the instructors’
initial discussion prompts, that is, the given topic(s) or question(s) the students were to discuss or
answer within the online discussions for a given week. All five of the participants in the current
study addressed the nature of instructors’ discussion prompts in their interviews, and it was often
a topic that was discussed passionately. Some instructors posted closed-ended questions that had
one, or sometimes a few, correct answers and any other responses could be considered wrong.
Other instructors used open-ended discussion topics, and those took a variety of forms, including
case studies, connecting course content to personal experience, and debate. Al explained the
variance between different types of posts during the group interview:
There's some discussion posts where you're literally just another sheep following the
herd, and then there's some other times where you can go out on your own and, you
know, spark your own ideas. It all depends on the class, the set-up, the teacher. Some
you literally have to follow it by the textbook; give textbook examples that may be
related to your life somehow. Some teachers will go, "Well, here's the situation. How
does this relate to your life?" Then you can go into your crazy story and have the teacher
go, "Oh wow. I've never thought of that before."
All five participants strongly preferred open-ended discussion prompts; the participants’
perspectives are examined in more detail below.
As discussed above, Marti felt closed-ended questions were aggressive threats to her
positive face. Seemingly, due to the perceived threat, Marti viewed an online discussion with a
prompt that could be answered with correct or incorrect answers as “a bother. It’s annoying and
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a struggle, too.” As she described in her individual interview, Marti’s fear of being wrong was a
threat to her positive face, and the time it took to write a post when she felt so unconfident was a
threat to her negative face:
My honest thought is, if I don't like it, or really know what I'm talking about…it's not
going to help me. Two, it just makes me like it even less. If I'm in a class that I'm not so
much understanding yet, but I have to go in there and write three sentences on three
different days on something, I'm like, "Well, I don't know what to write!” It just makes
me dislike it more; I have to sit there for ten minutes to try and get that part of the
assignment done.
The dual threats described above left Marti feeling dissatisfied with the online discussions in
courses with closed-ended discussion prompts.
Jay, too, perceived threats to his negative face due to the use of closed-ended questions.
He did not always have the autonomy he desired, particularly in his engineering courses. When
asked about the negative aspects of asynchronous online discussions as part of his individual
interview, Jay responded:
In my engineering courses, those threaded discussions are never useful at all. They're
just one question and then there's one answer. Everybody else is just trying to answer the
same question in a different way….It's just typing the same thing, but with different
words, or just making stuff up and trying to sound like it's useful. It's hard to get
something meaningful when it's just one-answer questions.
Many of the instructors’ posts in Jay’s engineering courses were closed-ended questions. For
example, one initial post read, “Discuss the reasons for different types of memory such as RAM,
EEPROM, and FLASH used in a microcontroller.” In regards to that question, Jay said, “This is
common knowledge for engineers...so the discussion didn't feel productive at all.” In Jay's
opinion, the threaded discussions were inconsequential in his engineering courses because
instructors typically posted closed-ended discussion prompts.
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Furthermore, Jay felt that many of the instructors’ discussion prompts were irrelevant,
too, as he described in the individual interview: “It's just an extra assignment...To be honest, I
can't remember anything from my engineering discussions that I can take away from them.” Jay
was frustrated with what he perceived as a lack of purpose for the online discussions in his
engineering courses. They were, at most, “just another assignment for points,” and Jay disliked
that he did not have the freedom to participate in the discussions in a way that felt purposeful.
With closed-ended or irrelevant questions to answer, he was unable to put forth an image of
someone who effectively engaged in dialogue, thus threatening his positive face.
Simultaneously, Jay felt forced to engage in a useless activity; the lack of freedom was a threat to
his negative face. The frustration he felt regarding closed-ended questions and the related threat
to negative face was echoed by the other research participants.
To summarize, the participants perceived threats to their negative faces through the
online discussions. The threats tended to revolve around the expectations instructors set for
discussion participation, the time required to participate, and the format of the initial discussion
prompt from the instructor to which the students had to respond.
In this section, I have examined how the research participants thought about the faces
they projected within asynchronous online discussions, as well as the strategies they used to
protect both the positive and negatives sides of their own faces. In the next section, I examine
what facework strategies the participants used to support or threaten the faces of their classmates.

Protective Facework

According to Goffman (1967), the loss of face for anyone within an interaction brings
shame to everyone involved, not just one individual. Thus, just as people are constantly trying to
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protect their own faces, they are simultaneously trying to protect the faces of the others with
whom they are interacting; both processes involve facework. Goffman (1967) recognized people
sometimes deliberately threatened the faces of others; however, he did not see it as the norm.
Rather, Goffman (1967) argued the social order of a society is based on the mutual facework of
its citizens.
Goffman (1967) described two processes people use to support the faces of others:
avoidance rituals and presentational rituals. Avoidance rituals “lead the actor to keep at a
distance from the recipient” (p. 62); that is, people generally avoid discussing sensitive issues nor
do they point out other people’s faults (Holtsgrave, 2001, p. 342). Presentational rituals include
“acts through which the individual makes specific attestations to recipients concerning how he
regards them and how he will treat them” (Goffman, 1967, p. 71). There are four types of
presentational rituals: “salutations, invitations, compliments, and minor services” (Goffman,
1967, pp. 72-73). Below, I examine the use (and non-use) of avoidance and presentational
rituals by the research participants in order to support the faces of their classmates. Five themes
emerged regarding facework towards others: using presentational rituals to develop social
presence, expressing empathy, promoting discussion, disagreeing with others, and employing
avoidance rituals.
Using presentational rituals to develop social presence. The first theme regarding
facework towards others involved using presentational rituals to develop social presence. The
theme emerged because of the overlap between the indicators of social presence, discussed
above, and presentational strategies. For example, salutations are a cohesive indicator of social
presence (Swan, 2002; Swan & Shih, 2005); they are also a presentational ritual. Thus, for
example, Jessica’s use of “hello” in some of her posts appeared to serve many purposes: it
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helped her to develop social presence through preliminary bonds with her classmates and it let
her classmates how they could expect to be treated by Jessica in online interactions. (In addition,
the greetings served a third function, promoting Jessica as a friendly person, which was the
positive face she described wishing to put forth.) Similarly, invitations are interactive indicators
of social presence as well as presentational rituals. Moreover, while acknowledgements are
interactive indicators of social presence, they also provide a minor service to classmates and thus
are a presentational ritual. That is, when Mark responded to a classmate’s online post, he was
demonstrating not only that he had read his peer’s post, but also that he found it worthy of
response, a service to the original poster.
In addition, the presentational ritual of giving a compliment is synonymous with
approval, an interactive indicator of social presence. At the group interview, Al described
situations in which mutual facework occurred through the giving of compliments:
If you play it right, you can give somebody else a compliment and then you'll get a
response and then you'll have a conversation going with that person, based on that one
nice, kind gesture. You take care of me; I'll take care of you. [At the same time,] I think
most of the time when a compliment is given out…it legitimately is either a good post or
[the person being complimented] brought up a good point.
Al explained how giving a classmate a compliment could then lead to that person responding
back to him, thus making Al look good, too. Al added that while it was a deliberate strategy on
his part, he also felt that the compliments he doled out were deserved. Please see the section
Social presence for additional examples of the presentational rituals listed above.
There is one more presentational ritual that is also an indicator of social presence, the
minor service of providing personal advice to others. As discussed in the section Interactive
elements of social presence above, both Mark and Jessica gave personal advice to classmates.
Further analysis revealed Jessica’s use of personal advice had different elements of facework and
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thus requires additional discussion. Giving advice aligned with the positive face Jessica wished
to put forth as a friendly, helpful person. The online discussions in Jessica’s English class
provided space for students to assist one another with their respective course projects, and the
class was one of the few courses that Jessica identified as one in which she liked the online
discussions. During the individual interview, Jessica described the structure of the online
discussions in the fourth week of the class:
You had to put in your thesis statement. Then your classmates would help you and tell
you if it was good or stuff like that. I love helping people! I put in my two cents with
theirs, and I helped them re-write it.
Jessica viewed giving constructive criticism not as a face threat to others, but rather as a service
she could provide. Jessica said in the individual interview that she would write something along
the lines of, “I totally agree with what you're saying about this, or this aspect of it, but I actually
think this about the other part.” She understood that she was criticizing what her classmates had
written, but she was striving to protect their faces by emphasizing the positive qualities of their
posts as well.
A review of the transcripts from her English course supported Jessica’s claim that she
sometimes provided face support to her classmates when in a situation that threatened their faces:
Student 2, I think your thesis might need a tiny bit of work. Your thesis is just stating the
reasons why students might plagiarize. Maybe I'm misunderstanding what your paper is
about, but don't you want it to show that you believe plagiarism is wrong for whatever
reasons you came up with? Or that students wouldn't plagiarize if schools cut out the
unnecessary overload of work? I just feel like your thesis isn't finished. Like there is
supposed to be a "but" at the end explaining things further. What are you trying to
persuade people of? I'm not getting that out of your thesis.
In that post, Jessica suggested a “tiny bit of work” needed to be done. She also offered the
possibility that perhaps she was “misunderstanding what your paper is about.” Jessica’s
comments served as face supportive strategies to her classmate.
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However, an earlier post from Jessica, in the same course but to a different classmate,
could have been perceived as more of a face threat:
I don't think this is a proper thesis statement. You don't state that you have a resolution,
just that it's important to have one. If I remember correctly, you need to state the problem
or whatever and then tell how you're going to fix it or why its working. I believe you
need to state whether you think these things are helpful or not. Maybe you could start
with something like this: The laws and programs our (state or country?) have in place in
regards to texting while driving are (effective or ineffective?) and (would benefit from
changing.. or have shown their effectiveness by..) What I put isn't perfect, but I hope
helps you out!
Jessica began that post with a criticism; “I don’t think this is a proper thesis statement.” The
criticism could be a threat to her classmate’s face. However, she offered suggestions for
improvement, and then deferred to the classmate by threatening her own face: “What I put isn’t
perfect, but I hope helps you out!” While the beginning of that post was a threat to her
classmate’s face, the end of that post was an attempt to mitigate the threat. In that situation, the
presentational ritual of personal advice posed a face threat; however, Jessica did try to lessen the
impact of the threat.
Expressing empathy. Expressing empathy was the second theme uncovered in regards to
facework towards others, and it is another type of minor service. Marti, Jay, and Jessica all
expressed empathy towards other students within online discussion posts. Marti used the
strategy of expressing empathy several times in her introductory critical thinking course: “I've
heard stories like yours' before and I bet was very disappointing not getting your money.” Marti
had recognized the emotion her classmate expressed in a previous post. Although Marti
expressed empathy towards her classmates on a weekly basis in her introductory course, there
was no evidence of empathy in her later courses, although that may have been more of a
reflection of course content or online discussion structure than lack of empathy.
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Similarly, Jay and Jessica demonstrated empathy in the introductory critical thinking
course, as in a post from Jay:
You've been through a lot Student 3. The fact that your mom had to work 3 jobs is
insane. I bet you are a very determined guy. I wish the best of luck to you. I know you
can accomplish what you promised to your mom. Hopefully I will follow in your
footsteps and stay focus on repaying my parents back.
Jay recognized the emotion experienced by Student 3, validated it, and applied the related lesson
to his own life. However, like Marti, there was no evidence of Jay nor Jessica demonstrating
empathy towards their classmates in courses beyond the critical thinking class each took in their
first semesters at the university. However, the lack of evidence of empathy may be a limitation
of the data collected, as only discussion transcripts from select courses were analyzed.
Promoting discussion. The third theme that emerged regarding facework towards others
revolved around creating discussion opportunities for classmates, thus making it easier for the
participants’ peers to participate within the online discussions and/or to do so in a high-quality
manner. The creation of discussion opportunities is another type of minor service and thus also a
presentational ritual. Al tended to provide minor services in classes that promoted engaged
discussions and thus gave him the opportunity to promote his preferred positive face, that of a
person with strong opinions. As mentioned above, Al discussed striving to be his authentic self
in the online discussions and for him authenticity meant expressing his thoughts. Thus, from
Al’s perspective, mutual facework occurred when he and his classmates responded to each
other’s written perspectives. Al described perspective sharing in the individual interview, as in
the discussion of his business law course:
Everybody responded to everybody simply because everyone knew each other and we
really worked really, really well together. We had a lot of friction from the very start.
That was another thing that really helped the discussions. Not only did we know each
other, and we all got along, but we wanted to make sure that everybody got the highest
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grade possible, [and] that meant posting as much as possible. I had some weeks in there
that I posted ten or eleven times, I think. I don't know if it was that many, but it was
definitely a little bit more [than usual]. I had some [days] that I would post at 1:30 in the
morning, just because I worked closing. Then I'd be back on, like 2:05 or 2:15, and I'd be
responding to somebody else. I'd be trying to continue their conversation but still try and
get the maximum amount of points possible.
Even though the posting requirements were only six posts per week (three posts in each of the
two discussion forums), Al stated he posted many more times in an effort to help ensure
“everybody got the highest grade possible.” Although Al considered only the result (i.e., the
grades), another way to look at the situation is that the students in the class were supporting each
other’s faces. By responding to one another, each student appeared to be a valuable contributor
to the discussion. Thus, the faces presented were of contributors, and being deemed high-quality
contributors by the instructor might have led to higher grades for all of the students.
In contrast, Jay performed the minor service of facilitating discussion in his engineering
courses, that is, the courses in which he felt discussion was the most difficult due to closed-ended
and/or irrelevant discussion prompts. Despite the threats he often perceived to his own face, Jay
offered positive face support to his engineering classmates. For example, he asked for advice:
Yeah if anyone could update on how they accomplished communication between your
mobile device to their microcontroller that would be very helpful. Professor suggested to
look into server side scripting. I haven't got far into it but I plan on seeing how simple it
can be compared to what we are doing now.
Through his request, Jay offered one or more classmates an opportunity to post something that
could be perceived as useful or worthwhile, thus supporting his peers’ positive faces.
In addition, Jay would sometimes respond to a classmate so the classmate would have an
opportunity to respond back to Jay. In fact, Jay described at the individual interview how he
sometimes used that strategy in courses he shared with Mark:
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I always directly go to [Mark’s posts] because he's one of my friends at school that can
post a good answer and not just some random garbage….If it's something I know he has a
strong opinion on, then yeah, I'll reply to it, [or] if it's something he's just making up just
so he can get points, I'll disagree with him just so he can talk about it. I always try and
look at my friends’ [posts].
Jay was supporting the faces of his peers because he believed the engineering discussion forum
served as a threat to the faces of all the students in the course. In Jay’s mind, he was helping his
classmates, including Mark, to get the points from an online discussion Jay found purposeless.
Jay hoped the interchanges he provoked could add some substance to the conversation. Creating
dialogue benefitted both Jay and his classmates.
In the individual interview, Mark also described supporting the faces of his classmates in
courses that tended to use closed-ended questions for the online discussion prompts:
I guess I would just…answer the question...because you can't really give your opinion in
the engineering classes, or the technical stuff. I would at least try to at least set up the
next person. So [I might] say something or ask a question so that someone else could
respond to it. I still try and do that sometimes.
Like Jay, Mark was trying to support the faces of his classmates in the courses that had the
biggest face threats. However, even in his introductory critical thinking course, Mark strove to
elicit multiple perspectives into the discussions. Mark expressed opinions others could comment
upon, such as in that post about Steve Jobs:
I agree with both Student 2 and Student 3. Leadership skills aren't only shown in the
workplace. Being a leader means that you have to show not only authority but also
wisdom. It also ties everything into responsibility. With [Steve Jobs] showing father like
feelings towards his daughter shows that she is important to him while he still focuses on
work. Personally I wish that he was still here and hadn't passed away. His leadership
skills and superb ways of innovation will be something that everyone will remember,
something that will stay in history for the rest of our days.
Providing an opinion to be discussed was a conscious choice for Mark. As he talked about
online discussions throughout his college career in his individual interview, it became evident
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Mark had respect for the classmates who were willing to engage actively in the discussions,
despite face threats they might have perceived:
It seems that [some] people do just write to write. I've seen a couple friends' responses
where they'll do the, "Oh, I agree, blah, blah, blah" and they'll just give an example or
something like that….It seems like it was almost copied and pasted, like they just kind of
wrote it out. There wasn't really any feeling in it. Then, on the other hand, there are
other people where it seems like they put more emotion into it, and more human thought
almost, so it seems like, "Okay, that makes sense. I see why someone would write this
this way."
When classmates posted with emotion or used critical thinking skills to develop their posts, Mark
seemed more able to think of them as people, rather than just words on a page. Thus, by
facilitating discussion that elicited multiple perspectives, Mark was supporting the faces of his
classmates. At the same time, he was making the online discussions more interesting for
himself. As with Al and Jay, Mark’s use of presentational rituals benefitted his peers and
himself.
Disagreeing with classmates. The fourth theme related to facework towards others
relates to disagreeing with classmates. Agreement/disagreement is also an interactive indicator
of social presence and thus disagreement was discussed above. This section examines
disagreement in relation to the use of face supportive strategies such as presentational rituals or
the lack of strategies and the face threat that is created through dissent.
The presentational ritual most often used to express disagreement with a classmate was a
compliment. Mark, Jessica, Marti, and Jay all discussed how they began opposing posts to
classmates with compliments. For example, Mark talked in his individual interview about
skimming through the online discussions and “try[ing] to find something I could respond to: ‘Oh
yeah, that's a good point. What about this?’ or ‘Have you thought about this?’ or ‘You can also
think about it this way.’” Although he was providing an alternative perspective, Mark’s
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respectful tone was designed to protect the faces of his classmates. Similarly, Jessica she
reported that she would say, “Oh, I totally agree with what you're saying about this, or this aspect
of it, but I actually think this about the other part."
As for Marti, there was no evidence of her using the words “I disagree” in her posts.
However, there were times when she would start a post with a compliment, but then provide a
contradicting point-of-view, as in that post from her business information systems course:
“That's a good point Student 3 although I think a power Is suppose to focus on the important
information and anything not included should be said and explain by the presenter.” Marti’s
disagreement with the idea presented in the previous post was subtle but present. By beginning
that post with “that’s a good point,” Marti first provided face support to the classmate, thus
lessening the impact of the threat made by the remainder of the sentence. It was a deliberate
strategy by Marti: “If I come across a post where I disagree, I'll usually say ‘Good information,
but my thought is...’” Marti also indicated that she did not want to disagree with a classmate if
she could not support her answer with evidence: “I'm not going to contradict them and not have
something to back my thought up with.” Marti was careful when disagreeing with classmates as
she was concerned with mutual faces, her own and those of her peers.
Jay, too, employed compliments as positive face support to counteract his own
threatening of the faces of his peers through disagreement. He often worked to avoid making his
peers look bad by first recognizing the validity of their opinion, but then providing a
counterpoint:
You make some good points Student 5. The movie contains more details and depth to the
story which makes sense why you found the movie more interesting. However, I would
say I was more attracted to story because of the same reason you found the movie more
interesting. Since the story had less details and left many things out it grabbed my interest
right away. There were so many interpretations that the class had on the short story which
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shows how interesting and clever it was wrote. The short story made me want to read it
over and over, but the movie only made me want to watch it once.
Jay had threatened Student 5’s face with his dissenting view, but buffered the threat by first
engaging in protective facework through his compliment. Jay admitted at the group interview he
sometimes provided a compliment he may not have fully meant in order to start his post,
although he often did agree with the sentiment he was providing:
I think half the time, [giving a compliment is] just how to start my reply: “Oh yeah.
Good point.” Then I'll say [how I really feel]. There's other times where they actually
have a good point and there's something to talk about. And [it’s something] I've never
even thought of before reading. So, I don't know. It's a nice compliment to say, “Hey,
that's a really good point.”
The use of a compliment as a presentational ritual may not have always reflected Jay’s true
sentiment, but it did serve to protect his classmate’s face. However, even with the use of
protective facework strategies, Jay also was often careful with whom he disagreed. In order to
provide a dissenting view, Jay preferred to have an established relationship outside of the
discussion forums with the classmate, as he discussed in the individual interview:
If I have friends in the class, or I know them...I can say anything I want, because I am
close with them. I can be like, “No, you're a little bit wrong.” I'm comfortable saying
something like that, because I know them.
In Jay’s mind, it was more acceptable to threaten the face of a friend than that of an unknown
classmate. Jay may have perceived face threats as less dangerous when they come from friends,
or it could be that he considered a previous positive relationship as a buffer to face threats.
Either way, Jay was more likely to use a presentational ritual such as a compliment when
threatening a friend’s face, and an avoidance ritual (i.e., not posting a dissenting opinion) in
response to a disagreement with a classmate he did not know.
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In comparison to the other research participants, Al appeared to be more likely to threaten
his classmates’ faces through disagreement in his posts responding to other students. As he
described at the group interview, “Sometimes you've got to throw something controversial out
there just to get a response. Otherwise it's just going to be another post in the threaded
discussions….It dead ends right there.” Al may not have realized he was creating face threats, or
he may not have understood how they could affect his peers. At one point during the individual
interview, Al said, “I try to be respectful of other people's opinions while still trying to get my
opinions out there and my points across.” However, in the group interview, when I asked what
the participants did when they disagreed with a classmates’ perspective in the online discussions,
Al quickly responded that he wrote, "I disagree!” When Mark then described how he would
monitor his tone as he wrote his dissenting opinion, Al responded, “Yeah. That makes sense.
Basically, it's to say, ‘I feel that your post is wrong or inaccurate or unjust in some way.’
Explain why in some way. And then back it up with a fact.”
However, an examination of the transcripts did not support Al’s assertion that he used
facts to support his arguments. For example, no supportive evidence was used in response to a
classmate in his business law course who had stated that a given situation constituted fraud:
to kind of go with your post Student 7, i do not think fraud comes into play here because
if the buyer didnt do the proper research about the house, then i think the fault is on them.
in the event that it is me buying the house, i would have done a complete background
check on the property because if it is a very haunted house, the address would appear on
the web seeing as how this is the age of technology.
the seller allowed a home inspector to come in and inspect the house just as
anyone would do with any property. this is where a local inspector would have been
better knowing a little history of the house, hopefully.
"The seller did not act ethically or in good faith by not disclosing these material
facts about the home they were selling." i do agree that the seller probably should have
disclosed the information but then again, think about selling a used car or trading it in. in
the event that there is something that the buyer might miss and it could be a bigger issue,
that is on them. this is how people get more trade in value on their cars, it could have a
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huge problem and they trade it in and the dealership does not catch it, that is on the
dealership, should the people trading in a failing car be at fault? even though the
"experts" did not catch the error and it would drop the value of the car even more? if i
were in this case, i would turn it into an income property that generates money based on
the "ghost tours" or spend the night in a real haunted house. the seller does not have to
disclose anything about the house being haunted because there is nothing physically
wrong with the property. if the buyer would have asked, the buyer would have to disclose
that information.
In that post, Al disagreed with his classmate that fraud has been committed. He did not quote a
definition of fraud nor connect the case study to another legal case. In the third paragraph, he
copied and pasted a quotation from Student 7’s original post. Al appeared to agree with the
statement from Student 7 on principle, and that was similar to the use of compliments by the
other research participants, as described above. However, the tone of Al’s message could be
considered harsher than that of the other participants, and no evidence was provided to support
his argument. By openly disagreeing with Student 7 with little mitigating face support, Al had
seemingly threatened his classmate’s face. The threat was arguably intensified with the lack of
clear substantiation for the disagreement. Furthermore, towards the end of his post, Al suggested
that he would give ghost tours if he purchased the home being discussed. It was unclear if Al
made the statement in jest, but it was conceivable that such a statement was considered frivolous
or even disrespectful by his classmates who were having a serious conversation regarding the
ethics and legalities of home sales. Al’s classmates used lines of serious conversation and
application of course content to a case study and Al’s post may have been construed as a threat to
his peers’ faces.
Employing avoidance rituals. The employment of avoidance rituals is the fifth theme that
emerged in relation to facework towards others. For example, Marti sometimes did not post, or
posted very little of her own thoughts, in online discussions that involved closed-ended
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questions. Marti described being worried about the faces of her classmates as well as herself.
While looking at the transcript for her business information systems course as part of her
individual interview, Marti explained:
One of the posts that the teacher had was, "What’s the answer to this?" Somebody else
had already answered it. We were about ten [or] fifteen students in the class. We were
like, "What do we say now?” …I didn't really know what to answer besides "Good job, I
got the same answer" or "No, I didn't." But, then if I didn't, I felt a little embarrassed:
"Well, which one of us has the answer wrong?"
Marti demonstrated concern for mutual face. She did not want the shame of having given an
incorrect answer. At the same time, she felt uncomfortable with the idea of having posted a
correct answer and thus implicitly having pointed out the error of a classmate. It was a difficult
situation for Marti that made her feel frustrated and seemed to cause her to avoid fully engaging
in the online discussion forums.
In another type of avoidance ritual, Mark and Marti both stated they might not respond to
a classmate who posted something offensive, although their process for determining whether to
respond was different. For Marti, the decision to respond was based on if she felt the offensive
post was a personal attack on her, as she described as part of the group interview:
Unless it is something really just directed to me and…[is] just the topic we're talking
about, I just ignore it. [The other student] might be stating the words wrong. Let me
state [my opinion]. If it were something offensive directly to me, I'd probably say
something.
Marti was willing to stand up for herself if the situation called for it, but otherwise preferred to
give her classmate the benefit of the doubt and avoid an argument. Mark, on the other hand,
based his decision of the personality of the classmate who was being offensive, as he described
at the group interview:
If it's something not that bad, I'll reply to them and say, “Well, why didn't you think this
way?” [However], if it’s someone from a class, [I] know their name, [I] recognize their
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face from class, and [I] know they're really strongly opinionated, I'll just be like, “You
know what? I have two more posts. I'm not going to waste it on here.” Post to someone
else….For me, it depends on who it is. In an online discussion, I'll probably just reply
back with my counter-argument. But, if I recognize the name, and if they are a certain
way, then yeah, I just won't.
In situations in which Mark believed he could have a constructive discussion with his classmate,
he was willing to address a post he found offensive. However, if he recognized the classmate as
someone whom he believed would escalate the dialogue into an argument, as opposed to have a
productive discussion, he would avoid responding to that classmate. Mark felt that even if he
used face supportive strategies, certain people would respond defensively and the faces of all
involved would be threatened.
In summary, the research participants employed a variety of presentational rituals in
order to support the faces of their classmates within online discussions. Many of the
presentational rituals mirrored indicators of social presence. Furthermore, the participants also
sometimes used avoidance rituals as their primary facework strategies.

Summary of Facework

In regards to facework, the strategies used by the participants in the current study varied
widely, mirroring the findings of Çelik (2013). For example, Marti was deeply concerned about
giving an incorrect answer and the perceived threats to her face from her classmates. Similar
results were found for some students in studies conducted by Baxter and Haycock (2014); Ellis,
Calvo, Levy, and Tan (2004); Mazollini and Maddison (2007); Stodel, Thomas, and MacDonald
(2006); and Tong and Mitra (2009). Marti described how her fear led to asking fewer questions
and spending less time considering her classmates’ perspectives, reflecting the findings of Çelik
(2013) and Clouder, Dalley, Hargreaves, Parkes, Sellars, and Toms (2006).
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One element of Marti’s lack of self-confidence, and resulting hesitancy to participate in
online discussions, was related to her self-perception as a “bad writer”; this was in direct contrast
to Tu’s (2002) finding that English Language Learners generally prefer online discussions to inperson conversations, due to the availability of spelling and grammar tools. However, Marti’s
hesitation to participate when she was unsure what to write reflected the findings of Hara, Bonk,
and Angeli (2000).
Other factors arose as well. Jay described an ability to present himself as professional
within the online discussions, yet did not feel he gave off this image in person, mirroring the
findings of Smith and Kurthen (2007). Jay also expressed being more comfortable engaging in
online discussions when he had gotten to know his classmates, just as did some participants in
Kehrwald’s (2008) research. Jay, Mark, and Marti all discussed gaining confidence over time in
their abilities to participate effectively in online discussions, as did some participants in Çelik’s
(2013) study. All of the participants besides Al described using face supportive strategies to
begin posts in which they disagreed with classmates, a strategy that appeared to promote
acceptance of divergent ideas (Asterhan & Babichenko, 2015). Alternatively, Al was most
bothered when his classmates did not respond to his initial posts, mirroring the findings of
McIsaac, Blocher, Mahes, and Vrasidas (1999). The diverse use of facework strategies may be
due to the differing levels of positive and negative face needs each person holds, and which
influence how people engage in facework (Erbert & Floyd, 2004, p. 268).
Despite the great deal of variety regarding facework, a point of agreement for the
participants was perspective sharing as the key purpose of asynchronous online discussions.
However, the relevance of perspective sharing to facework strategies varied among the
participants. For example, Mark and Jay appeared to promote their own positive faces not only
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as people with opinions, but also as individuals who were willing to listen to and respect the
perspectives of others. Similar findings were reported by Boyd (2008), Liu and Yang (2014),
Snyder and Dringus (2014), and Sullivan and Freishtat (2013); those researchers had also
identified students who appreciated both sharing their own perspectives as well as hearing the
voices of others. Alternatively, Al and Marti were interested in sharing their opinions and both
described how they could not give an incorrect answer to an opinion-based question, and thus
liked those types of discussion prompts. While Marti admitted to being afraid of losing face by
being incorrect, and thus disliked closed-ended prompts for that reason, Al explicitly stated he
just liked asserting his beliefs and opinion-based prompts facilitated such sharing. Al and
Marti’s focus on their own answers, rather than the answers of their classmates, resembled the
findings of Bullen (1998). Jessica stated she liked the back-and-forth of discussions, both inclass and, when applicable, online. At the same time, Jessica appeared to be most satisfied when
she was able to use a line that aligned with the positive face of a person who helped others.
Thus, Jessica may have appreciated perspective sharing discussions as she may have had greater
opportunity to put forth the positive face in which she felt most comfortable.
In addition, all of the participants discussed how the face supportive or face threatening
behaviors of instructors affected motivation to participate in the online discussion forums.
Similar findings have been found by Al-Kandari (2012); Frisby, Berger, Burchett, Herovic, and
Strawser (2014); Kehrwald (2008); Kerssen-Griep (2001); Kerssen-Griep et al. (2003); KerssenGriep, Trees, and Hess (2008); Trees, Kerssen-Griep, and Hess (2009); and Walton (2010). All
of the participants except Marti described being more motivated to participate in the online
discussions when they knew their instructors were reading and interested in their posts.
Specifically, instructors who used face supportive strategies to engage with individual students
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were most liked, and the participants described increased participation in the discussions as well
as higher level of satisfaction when instructors actively participated in the online forums.
Participants in research conducted by Al-Kandari (2012), Maresh (2009), and Sax, Bryant, and
Harper (2005) described similar experiences. In addition, several participants described negative
emotions when dealing with face threats, a phenomenon also uncovered by Kennedy-Lightsey
(2010). Students may avoid participating in the discussions when they fear appearing
unintelligent (Baxter & Haycock, 2014) or giving the wrong answer (Ellis et al., 2004). It is
important to recognize and utilize strategies that increase learner satisfaction as it has been
shown to predict student learning outcomes in online courses (Kaufmann, 2015).

Answering the Research Questions

In this section, I examine how the findings presented above help to answer the research
questions undergirding the current study. The research questions were: (1) How do students use
impression management strategies to develop social identities (whether intentionally or
unintentionally) within asynchronous online discussions? (2) What are the experiences of
students developing social identities within asynchronous online discussions?

Research Question 1: Social Identity Formation

Any time a person interacts with others, everyone involved is simultaneously developing
individual social identities (Blumer, 1969). Previous research has indicated college students seek
to develop and maintain appropriate social identities via Facebook (Birnbaum, 2013; Grasmuck,
Martin, & Zhao, 2009, Hogan, 2010; Yang & Brown, 2016) and other social media (Becker &
Stamp, 2005, Hogan, 2010; Jin, 2013). However, little was known about social identity
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formation within online educational spaces, such as asynchronous online discussion forums.
One of the purposes of the current study was to examine the process of social identity formation
within asynchronous online discussion, including an analysis of whether and how social identity
formation changed through a student’s college career. For the current study, social identity
formation was analyzed using social presence (Swan, 2002) and facework (Goffman, 1959,
1967).

Social Identity Formation Through Incorporation of Social Presence

In regards to social presence, some participants described deliberate efforts to make their
online identities mirror their real-world personalities, but other participants did not list
authenticity as a concern in their personal social identity formation, the variation was similar to
the findings of Gerbic (2006). Those participants who were not focused on authenticity tended
to view the opportunity to create social identities based on personal expression as very important,
reflecting the findings of Liu and Yang (2014). For instance, analysis of the online transcripts
revealed examples of the inclusion of affective indicators of social presence, such as values and
emotions, into discussion posts. Also, found relatively frequently were interactive elements of
social presence such as approvals and agreement/disagreement. The interactive elements of
social presence also served as ways for students to express their personal beliefs and experiences.
Cohesive elements of social presence appeared less frequently than either affective
elements or interactive elements. Based on the lack of frequency, as well as participant
reporting, it can be inferred the participants in the current study were seemingly not actively
trying to build community with their classmates, mirroring the findings of Bryce (2014). Rather,
it appeared the students generally were striving to build social identities that were personal,
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rather than a community identity for each class in which they engaged. The lack of community
reported by participants in the current study contrasted with the findings of Sullivan and Freishtat
(2013), in which the participants did feel a learning community was built within the online
discussions, although that study focused on graduate students. That lack of community building
within the current study was in direct contrast to the expectation of community development that
is at the heart of the Community of Inquiry (CoI) framework (Garrison et al., 2000, 2010). That
is, building on the work of Dewey (1897), the CoI framework was designed to provide a
structure for the examination of collaborative and productive learning within online discussions
(Garrison et al., 2010). However, the participants of the current study seemingly did not believe
the discussions were generally conducive to learning course content, nor that any type of
learning community was created within online discussion forums.

Social Identity Formation Through Facework

Analysis of the data using the framework of facework (Goffman, 1959, 1967) provided
additional insight, as facework is the creation and maintenance of social identities (KerssenGriep et al., 2003). The participants used a variety of lines to promote positive faces for
themselves and their classmates, as well as to protect their own negative faces, similar to the
findings of Çelik (2013). People have their own needs regarding protecting their positive and
negative faces, and individual needs affect how people engage in facework (Erbert & Floyd,
2004, p. 268). Each participant described how they wanted to be viewed by classmates and
instructors, that is, the positive face each person strove to promote within the online discussions.
Examination of the online discussion transcripts generally supported the presence of the positive
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faces described by the participants, at least in the courses that students liked or in which they felt
they had learned through the online discussions.
Although similarities could be found between courses for each participant, differences
were found more often. When students are unable to present desirable self-images within online
discussions, they may feel anxious and/or not avoid participating (Ferguson, 2010; Hara et al.,
2000). The differences varied by the expectations the students held regarding online discussions,
the number of courses in which students had engaged, the structure of the online discussion
prompts, and the online discussion participatory behaviors of instructors.
Students enter the online discussion forums with a specific cultural orientation that
shapes how and what they write, if and how they interact with others, and expectations for the
other participants, both classmates and instructors (Bryce, 2014; Kehrwald, 2008), and that was
evident for the participants in the current study. For example, Al, Mark, and Jessica all discussed
appreciating the give-and-take of discussions within on-campus courses, and thus saw dialogue
exchange as a crucial element of online discussions. Not only were they able to present their
own desired positive faces within interactive discussions, but the participants also discussed
sensing the humanity of their peers in those types of discussions.
Additionally, each of the participants explained some element of the online discussions
that could be considered idiosyncratic. Jay, for example, felt that the inclusion of emoji within
online discussions was inappropriate, and yet emoji are considered an indicator of social
presence (Swan, 2002; Swan & Shih, 2005). Al described how his key strategy within the online
discussions was to write a story that related to the discussion topic, even if a story was not
explicitly asked for. Marti explained how she felt incompetent when she did not know the
answer to a question within the online discussions. It appeared she did not view the discussion
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forums as a site for exploration of course content, but rather for assessment of proficiency. Boyd
(2008) described
the online classroom is an environment in transition, one that, while familiar in some
ways, is asking students (and teachers) to challenge their assumptions about learning; yet
all of this is taking place within an educational system that has not changed its
ideological approaches to education. (p. 238)
In other words, students were not sure what is new about their learning contexts and what they
should expect to mirror their earlier educational experiences. The uncertainty described by
participants may help to explain the differing expectations with which students enter and
participate within the online discussion forums.
Analysis of the data revealed social identity formation altered across the span time of
most of the participants’ college careers. For example, Mark, Jay, Al, and Marti each described
disliking the online discussions in their early courses and a lack of understanding of the purpose
of discussion participation. Those four participants described how the work involved and the
requirement to post on different days during the week served as a threat to their negative faces.
With the exception of Mark, the perceived threats appeared to have led the participants to engage
in avoidance processes and write fewer postings within the online discussions. Alternatively,
Jessica described having a more positive perception of the online discussions early in her college
career than she did at the time of data collection. While the other participants described writing
more posts in the middle of their college careers than in their earliest courses, Jessica described
writing fewer posts mid-career as she lost interest in the online discussions. Although social
identity formation was not equivalent with the number of postings written, each post was a
presentation of face; thus an increase in the number of postings could have led to more social
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identity formation while a decrease in postings demonstrated the reduced number of
opportunities for identity formation.
A change in quantity was not the only variation that was evident. Most of the
participants described changes that occurred in the lines they used to present their positive faces.
For example, Marti expressed how her confidence had grown over the years and she felt more
capable of writing a high-quality answer in her later courses. Mark and Jay both described how
their writing had become more organized and professional as they progressed through college.
That is, much like the findings of Yamagata-Lynch (2014), some of the participants described
how engaging within an online discussion provided the opportunity to take on identities that
matched their perceptions of what online learners should be doing.
However, both Jessica and Mark expressed how they felt less motivated and thus put less
effort into the online discussions in the last year of college courses than they had in their earlier
courses. Part of their reasoning, as they both described, was the monotony of writing in the
online discussions for every college course. It can be inferred the threat to their negative faces
(that is, the lack of autonomy in what and when to write) became greater than their desires to
portray particular positive faces. Both Mark and Jessica described a desire to complete the
online discussion postings as quickly as possible in their later courses, with less effort to promote
themselves as holding the positive faces of engaged students.
Although experience with online discussions appeared to influence students’ social
identity formation, as described above, the structure of the online discussions seemed to be of
greater importance. During the interviews, the participants seemed able to explain the lines they
used to promote their own positive faces only when discussing courses in which the structure of
the online discussion forums met their expectations. Expectations generally included the use of
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open-ended discussion prompts, particularly those with topics that promoted personal expression.
Those were the types of discussions the participants liked and felt they learned from, similar to
the findings of Ke (2010). Alternatively, the participants described a great deal of frustration
with closed-ended discussion prompts, as was also found by Gerbic (2006). When responses
were limited due to the nature of the prompts, facework strategies seemed to revolve around
protection of face. It appeared the students were unable to promote positive faces within closedended discussion prompts. First, the nature of a closed-ended question did not lend itself to
individualized answers that could express identity; rather, respondents typically gave the same
answer, or one of a small selection of answers. Second, the participants described spending a
great deal of energy on protecting their own faces, and thus may not have had energy to promote
a positive face. Closed-ended questions led some of the participants to worry about giving the
right answer, and thus to focus on the threat to their positive faces. Simultaneously, all of the
participants described the threat to their autonomy (i.e., their negative faces) from closed-ended
discussion prompts, and from that threat, decreased levels of motivation to participate in the
online discussions. The importance of the discussion prompt in social identity formation
strengthened the argument of Lowenthal and Dunlap (2014), who suggested online discussions
“are not inherently good or bad—rather, it depends on when and how they are used” (p. 26). The
current study demonstrated that social identity formation occurred in all types of online
discussion forums, but was heavily influenced by the structure of the discussion format.
Related to the structure of the online discussions, the actions of the instructor also
appeared to impact social identity formation. All of the participants shared they liked when
instructors participated in the online discussions and often felt more motivated to participate,
although Mazzolini and Maddison (2007) found increased instructor participation was correlated
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with lower levels of student participation. All of the participants except Al described how face
supportive behaviors, as well as behaviors that reduced face threats, by instructors encouraged
discussion participation. Similar findings were found within on-campus course discussions by
Frisby et al. (2014). The participants in the current study described feeling more motivated to
participate in online discussions when instructors responded directly to their posts, mirroring the
findings of Al-Kandari (2012) and Sax et al. (2005). Review of the online discussion prompts
revealed, in the situations in which instructors were directly responding, the participants utilized
more social presence indicators and were better able to promote the positive faces they described
wanting to present. It thus appeared instructors were able to affect social identity formation.
In summary, the research participants developed social identities within the asynchronous
online discussions using two types of strategies: social presence development and facework.
How and when strategies were used was influenced by students’ expectations regarding online
discussions, previous experience with online discussions, the structure of the discussion prompts,
and instructor behaviors.

Research Question 2: Student Experiences Developing Online Social Identities

As described in the preceding section, one purpose of the current study was an analysis of
social identity formation within asynchronous online discussion. The other purpose was to
document the experiences of students, in their own words, as they developed online social
identities within the online discussions. Although each participant provided a unique perspective
on the experience of participating within the online discussions, reflecting the findings of Sharpe
and Bennefield (2005), common themes emerged. Those themes were related to the purpose of
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online discussions, the differences between participation and interaction, and a perceived lack of
community formation.

Purpose of Online Discussions

Several of the participants described being uncomfortable with online discussions early in
their college careers, reflecting the findings of Arbaugh (2004). Relatedly, the participants
described being unsure initially of the purpose of online discussions, mirroring the findings of
Boyd (2008) in her study of students engaging in online discussions for the first time. When
students do not understand how the online discussions fit with course learning objectives and
activities, they tend to view the discussions as busywork and “simply will not engage in a way
that promotes significant learning” (Sullivan & Freishtat, 2013, p. 17); it can be argued that those
students also will not develop social identities as learners. Although all of the participants
described becoming more aware of the benefits of online discussions as their college careers
progressed, three of the five participants separately described the online discussions as “a
necessary evil.” Those participants described understanding the general purpose of online
discussions but often finding the discussions to be more frustrating than useful.
Furthermore, as described in the preceding section, several participants described feeling
unsatisfied when online discussions used closed-ended discussion prompts. Participants viewed
the discussions as a space for the sharing of perspectives and ideas, not for giving correct
answers, similar to the participants in Gerbic’s (2006) study. Given the large number of closedended discussion prompts within technical courses, Al, Mark, and Jay were generally in
agreement that online discussions do not belong in technical courses (as they each shared
separately in the individual interviews, and then discussed in their shared group interview).
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However, Jay asserted that online discussions could provide a rich learning environment for any
course, if the right questions were asked.
In the situations in which closed-ended prompts were used, all five of the participants
described putting more effort into protecting their faces than in promoting the social identities
they preferred. The inability to use preferred social identities was tied to the participant’s lack of
satisfaction and, at least from the participants’ perspectives, negatively influenced learning as
well. Similarly, Kaufmann (2015) asserted that negative perceptions of online learning
environments decreased learning.
It was university policy that dictated the inclusion of asynchronous online discussions
within nearly all of the participants’ courses. Although it was also policy that students must
participate in the online discussions on three separate days each week, the participants described
how some instructors circumvented that policy by making the online discussions worth a
minimal amount of points, or by not deducting points for not posting on three days. Thus,
interplay between university policy, instructor expectations, and assessment was evident.
Having been in classes in which instructors had skirted the policies, some participants expressed
a strong desire (and expectation) for other instructors to do so as well. In other situations, some
participants described having instructors tell them to do the minimum in order to earn “easy
points.” The emphasis on the ease of acquiring points rather than the utility of the discussions
appeared to degrade the role of online discussions in the participants’ minds and may have made
the participants less motivated to engage in the online discussions in other courses.
The participants appreciated hearing what their classmates had to say about various issues
and considering various viewpoints, similar to the findings of Liu and Yang (2014). However,
the participants typically did not describe critical reflection and adjustment of their own ideas
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based on the exposure. This was unlike the students in Bryce’s (2014) study who demonstrated
the incorporation of their classmates’ ideas into their growing understandings of course concepts.
It could be inferred that the students in Bryce’s (2014) study developed social identities of coconstructors of knowledge, while the participants in the current study created identities of
interested readers but not of critical thinkers. When the participants described how they were
graded regarding online discussions, they generally talked about being assessed based on
frequency of posting and less so on content, although this was not universally true. As a rule, the
participants talked about quality as being an element of assessment for the courses in which the
participants generally liked the online discussions; that is, expectations of quality by the
instructor appeared to correlate with learner satisfaction. Swan, Schenker, Arnold, and Kuo
(2007) also found that students who knew the instructors’ expectations regarding quality
responded to their classmates’ post more often and at greater length.
Moreover, the participants in the current study stated they generally did not perceive the
discussions as helpful to their learning of course content, in contrast to the findings of
Biesenbach-Lucas (2003). In the current study, some of the participants (Mark and Jay) viewed
the online discussions as an opportunity to develop their communication skills. Although the
development of communication skills is one of the purposes of online discussion participation
(Walton, 2010), it was concerning to me that the participants tended to view the online
discussions as time-consuming and irrelevant to their understandings of course content. Even the
participants who described appreciating debate and wanting to hear multiple perspectives did not
see how those types of discussions enhanced their learning. The participants seemed to view the
discussions as tangential to their learning and apparently did not identify as active learners within
the online discussions.
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Moreover, many participants were balancing school responsibilities with paid
employment. Online discussions can be time-intensive and take quite a bit of effort (Anderson &
Simpson, 2004; Kehrwald, 2008; Peters & Hewitt, 2010) and students must be motivated through
interesting topics and purposeful interaction (Kehrwald, 2008). Interaction is discussed in the
next section.

Participation Versus Interaction

Both Khoo and Forret (2015) and Zhou (2015) made a distinction between participation
and interaction within online discussions. Participation is one-way communication, while
interaction is bidirectional and requires participation by more than one individual (Zhou, 2015, p.
2). Using that distinction provided insight into the experiences of the participants in the current
study. In essence, the participants were being graded on their (one-way) participation, and yet
sometimes described wanting meaningful (two-way) interaction. While Marti had described an
instructor who had taught strategies for interacting with classmates within the discussions, the
participants generally did not report being taught how to interact within the online discussions.
In those classes in which the participants described the highest levels of satisfaction, the key to
their satisfaction was typically interaction with the instructor, similar to the findings of Kehrwald
(2008); Kyei-Blankson, Ntuli, and Donnelly (2016); and Sammel, Weir, and Klopper (2014).
It appeared that the students were developing social identities primarily to engage the
instructor in dialogue, rather than as members of a learning community (see Perceived lack of
community, below.) While Richardson and Swan (2003) noted that learner-learner interaction
had a greater impact on satisfaction than learner-instructor interaction, the participants of the
current study generally had not associated learning with peer-peer interaction, even if they said
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they liked those types of exchanges. Al provided an exception to this finding, as he had
frequently and positively discussed interaction with his classmates as part of his individual
interview. Perhaps noteworthy, however, was that Al wanted his classmates to respond to his
posts; he did not want to have to respond to their messages. Some participants in research
conducted by McIsaac et al. (1999) reflected similar frustration with unanswered posts. In
addition, another example of interaction within online discussions was provided by Jessica in
regards to an online comparative religions course. Jessica had labeled the course as the one in
which she had learned the most from the online discussions but the religions course was not
included in the current study, as only transcripts from blended courses were available for
analysis. Jessica described liking the religions course for the intense interactions and open
dialogue between the students, and from those felt that she had a better understanding of the
religions being discussed.
In general, however, the student-student interaction that can potentially lead to
meaningful co-construction of knowledge (Lave & Wenger, 1991; Scardemalia & Bereiter,
2003) through online discussions (Houtman, Makos, & Meacock, 2014) did not appear to be
valued by participants of the current study, as they did not perceive gaining deeper understanding
of content through the online discussions. Furthermore, the participants did not report seeing
learner-learner interaction as valued by their instructors. In addition, some of the participants,
particularly Mari, felt limited in their ability to write high-quality posts within the online
discussions. Limited self-efficacy in writing and/or course content can limit participation within
online discussions (Xie & Ke, 2011). Students must feel competent in their ability to interact
and have the opportunity and motivation to do so before they will fully engage in online
discussions (Kerhwald, 2008). Furthermore, students can be taught how to interact with one
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another in ways that promote critical thinking and collaborative learning if the skills are
explicitly assessed (Gašević, Adesope, Joksimović, & Kovanović, 2015; Gerbic, 2006). The
participants in the current study were not taking on the roles necessary to make online
discussions as meaningful as they could be.

Perceived Lack of Community

Despite having engaged in online discussions in several courses, the participants
generally did not view the online discussions as a community of learners and did not build the
role of community member into their social identities. There appeared to be three reasons for the
lack of learning community development. First, the participants preferred discussions that
focused on personal expression. However, research has shown that discussions that emphasize
personal expression, or social presence, without also requiring higher-order thinking and
cognitive presence, are unlikely to facilitate students’ acquisition of learning outcomes (Garrison
& Arbaugh, 2007; Kozan & Richardson, 2014; Liu & Yang, 2014). The participants did not
appear to understand how a learning community functions, nor their own roles and
responsibilities as potential community members, and were instead focused on their own
satisfaction when thinking about the online discussions. Second, several participants still viewed
the instructor as the expert and as the main source of learning, mirroring the findings of Gerbic
(2006). Third, unlike Kehrwald (2008), none of the students discussed developing relationships
based on online discussions. Perhaps online relationships were not developed because the
research participants were in blended classes and thus relationships could be nurtured through
face-to-face dialogue. However, although the transcript data for the current study were
exclusively from blended courses, several of the participants had taken online courses and
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referred to the discussions from such courses during the interviews. No one described
community or relationship building as part of online discussions, even when explicitly asked.
Although the participants described strategies to connect their postings with those of
classmates (such as the use of vocatives and compliments), they seemed to be unable to perceive
the discussions as the co-construction of knowledge by a group of students in the way
participants in Snyder and Dringus (2014) were able to articulate. However, as in Boyd’s (2008)
study, it is possible that the students were acting as members of a learning community, at least to
some degree, but did not recognize how they were engaging in collaborative learning.
Alternatively, it may be that the participants in the current study were not motivated to
develop a group identity within their courses because they did not feel a sense of
interdependence with classmates. A similar situation was found for one group of participants
studied by Clouder et al. (2006), although a second group of students in that study did develop a
strong learning community. Bromme, Hesse, and Spada (2005) noted students must perceive the
potential benefits of engaging in collaborative learning before they are willing to put forth the
effort that is necessary to make the learning successful.
Relatedly, some of the participants appeared to be unsure of the expectations regarding
disagreement within the online discussions. Similarly, Jeong (2003) and Sorenson and Baylen
(2004) found little evidence of disagreement in the online discussion transcripts they analyzed,
and several researchers have observed that students are often reluctant to disagree with their
classmates (Biesenbach-Lucas, 2003; Kanuka, 2002; Lambert & Fisher, 2013; Miers, Clarke,
Pollard, Rickaby, Thomas, & Turtle, 2007; Stodel et al., 2006). For the current study, Al, Jay,
and Mark all discussed appreciating debate within the online discussions. However, Mark and
Jay spent more time explaining how they liked it when classmates disagreed with them, not the
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other way around. All of the participants except Al described strategies they used to protect the
faces of their classmates when expressing disagreement. Face supportive strategies have been
shown to increase motivation to participate in classroom discussions (Kerssen-Griep, 2001;
Kerssen-Griep et al., 2003, 2008; Trees et al., 2009) and thus their use by students can be viewed
as positive. At the same time, if discussions are viewed as too confrontational, some students
may be afraid to post (Clouder et al., 2006; Peters & Hewitt, 2010; York & Richardson, 2012),
further emphasizing the need for face support. However, the use of face supportive strategies did
not need to mean that students should not express disagreement. According to Çelik (2013), if
the benefits of openly disagreeing with classmates do not outweigh the potential drawbacks,
students were unlikely to express opposing viewpoints; the experiences of the participants in the
current study mirrored Çelik’s findings. Unsure of how much disagreement was expected, the
participants in the current study generally made small, careful points of contention but did not
engage in extensive debate nor substantial divergent thinking within the online discussions.

Summary of Research Questions

In summary, social identity formation within asynchronous online discussions appeared
to be a complex process. There were a variety of factors that influenced how the participants
developed their social identities using elements of social presence and facework. Some
influences were instructional, stemming from the instructor, the course designer who developed
online discussion prompts, and/or institutional policies. Other influences came from the
students; however, it seemed that instructors could affect or sometimes alter how students
managed or adapted those influences. How participants developed their social identities

193
influenced their participation within the online discussions, ranging along a spectrum from
avoidance to one-way participation to bi-directional interaction (see Figure 1).
The ability of students to promote the positive faces they desired was key to their
satisfaction and appeared to be correlated with their ability to co-construct knowledge as part of
learning communities. When identity development was constrained through environmental
factors (such as a misunderstanding of the purpose for online discussions, or closed-ended
discussion prompts), participants were more likely to protect their faces and less likely to
incorporate elements of social presence, thus often leading to avoidance or minimal participation
within the online discussions.

Chapter Summary

In this chapter, I presented the findings of the current study. I first introduced the
research participants. I then discussed the findings as they related to social presence and
facework. The data for this chapter came from two brief surveys, online discussion transcripts,
individual interviews, and group interviews. In the next chapter, I discuss the implications of the
current study in regards to asynchronous online discussions, examine the limitations of the
current study, and provide suggestions for future research.
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CHAPTER 5
IMPLICATIONS AND CONCLUSIONS

In the first section of this chapter, I summarize the findings presented in the previous
chapter. I next describe the implications of the current study as well as the study’s limitations. I
then suggest ideas for future research and conclude the report.

Summary of Findings

I entered the current study with the perspective of an instructor who was informed by the
literature. I believed that many students in asynchronous online discussions were trying to
present themselves as, if not academically oriented, at least as students worthy of a good grade.
Murphy (2007) suggested students may use impression management to appear intelligent, a
socially desirable trait (Park & Kraus, 1992). My previous students had confessed to wanting to
be viewed as having done enough work to get the full points associated with a particular
discussion, but then to participate minimally, if at all, in asynchronous online discussions. If
asked, those students often cited non-academic responsibilities as preventing them from
participation. However, the students were offering excuses to me in my role as their professor,
not as a researcher whose role held no sway over their grades. It was possible the students were
more concerned with how their peers viewed their postings (Baxter & Haycock, 2014), and did
not post because they did not see participation as fitting with the faces they wished to present.
Alternatively, perhaps the students were afraid of not being able to maintain face and considered
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it better not to post, thereby avoiding negative judgment from their peers, as was reported in the
studies by Baxter and Hancock (2014) and Ellis, Calvo, Levy, and Tan (2004). Becker (1962)
suggested people sometimes avoid situations in which proper responses are unknown. The
current study was constructed to gain greater insight into the behaviors and experiences of
students as they developed social identities within asynchronous online discussions.
Although each of the participants in the current study had different communication styles
and motivations for engaging in the online discussions, common themes emerged of wanting to
express their personalities within the discussions, desiring to hear multiple perspectives, and
seeking connection between their own experiences and the course content. Participants
described frustration with online discussion forums in which they were unable to communicate
meaningfully with classmates. When they felt supported by the structure and content of the
online discussions, the participants were more successful at utilizing impression management
strategies to build social identities that aligned with their understandings of their own roles as
students and online discussion participants. It is a common human desire to display a social
identity that is appropriate to the social role held and the environment in which the interaction is
taking place (Goffman, 1959; Schlenker, 1985). Thus, the participants in the current study were
more comfortable and confident participating in the online discussions when they were given the
opportunity to develop valid social identities. However, in situations in which the social
identities developed did not feel appropriate to the participants, they reported feeling frustrated,
unmotivated, and dissatisfied. Examples of situations that led to invalid social identities
included discussion forums that were students’ initial introductions to the online teaching tool
(i.e., asynchronous online discussions), discussions that appeared to lack a purpose and/or
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connection to course content, discussions that were repetitive of conversations held in person,
and/or discussions based on closed-ended questions.
The purpose of the current study was to gain insight into two research questions: (1) How
do students use impression management strategies to develop social identities (whether
intentionally or unintentionally) within asynchronous online discussions? (2) What are the
experiences of students developing social identities within asynchronous online discussions?
Evidence was found of students forming online social identities through facework and social
presence elements. Social identity development was different for each research participant;
however, identity formation was affected by a variety of factors including students’ expectations
for online discussions, students’ previous experience with online discussions, the structure of
discussion prompts, and instructor behaviors. In addition, while each participant described a
unique experience forming online social identities, common themes arose regarding identity
formation. Themes were related to the purpose of online discussions, the differences between
participation and interaction, and a perceived lack of community formation within the online
discussions.

Implications of the Current Study

Below is a list of implications of the current study. This list was generated and refined
following conversations with three faculty members at the data collection site regarding the
findings of the current study. The majority of the ideas presented below have been suggested by
previous research. The current study did not lead to brand new ideas of how to facilitate
asynchronous online discussions effectively. Rather, the findings of the study served as a
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reminder of the importance of following best practices when using a learning tool such as online
discussions (Dennen, 2005; Putnam, Ford, & Tancock, 2012).
The findings of the current study also supported the need for research specific to
undergraduate students, as the findings of the current study often varied from research conducted
with graduate students, which formed the majority of asynchronous online discussion literature,
as noted by Maurino (2006); similar findings were found in a literature review of asynchronous
online discussion research conducted by Zhao (2015). Furthermore, the use of social identity
development as the theoretical lens for the current study provided additional insight into why
students experience online discussions as they do. Below are implications of the current study,
separated into sections for instructors, instructional designers/course developers, and higher
education administrators.

Implications for Instructors

The implications for instructors described below call for instructors purposefully to teach
students how to think about, and participate in, asynchronous online discussions. Thus,
instructors are being asked to spend time teaching students how to learn. While faculty may
struggle with taking time to teach students skills regarding discussion participation, due to a
desire to focus on course content, the integration of learning skills with content will benefit
students within a particular course as well as beyond and thus is crucial to helping students
achieve learning goals (Saulnier, 2008).
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Explicitly Teach Students the Purpose of Asynchronous Online Discussions.

When students are first introduced to asynchronous online discussion forums, they may
not understand the purpose of the learning tool. Students need to be overtly taught the benefits
of using instructional technology (Sammel, Weir, & Klopper, 2014) such as online discussion
forums. In addition, online courses require instructors to be more explicit and transparent
regarding the norms and expectations than is necessary for campus-based courses (Anderson,
Rourke, Garrison, & Archer, 2001). Research has shown students who view asynchronous
online discussions as useful learning tools are more likely to “engage in online discussions in a
reflective and meaningful way” (Ellis & Calvo, 2004, p. 272). Thus, students need to be
explicitly taught the rationale and purpose for online discussions (Boyd, 2008; Ellis, Goodyear,
Prosser, & O’Hara, 2006; Wegman & McCauley, 2014) in order to help them gain and sustain
the motivation needed for sustained engagement in collaborative learning (Bromme, Hesse, &
Spada, 2005; Xie & Ke, 2011). Students must understand why they should spend time reading
and writing posts (Xie, Durrington, & Yen, 2011). In addition, students who view the online
discussions as learning tools are more likely to utilize critical reflection in the writing of their
discussion posts (Ellis & Calvo, 2004). Furthermore, it is essential to tie discussions to specific
learning goals (Amrein-Beardsley, Foulger, & Toth, 2007; Boyd, 2008; Dennen, 2005; Guzdial
& Turns, 2000; Sorenson & Baylen, 2004; Sullivan & Freishtat, 2013). It may be useful to have
students discuss the connection between online discussions and learning goals as a reflective
exercise (faculty member, personal communication, 2016).
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Explicitly Teach Students New Perspectives on the Roles of Instructors and Students.

Students may be unaware of the roles for members of a learning community. It is not
uncommon for students and instructors to hold very different expectations for online discussions
(Meyer, 2007; Sullivan & Freishtat, 2013). As reflected by the participants in the current study,
undergraduate students are used to didactic approaches to learning and view the instructor as the
expert (Jones, 2003). Even graduate students may place significantly more importance on
instructor-student interaction than student-student (Kyei-Blankson, Ntuli, & Donnelly, 2016).
Thus, students need to be introduced to the idea and rationale behind the instructor being a
“guide on the side” rather than the “sage on the stage” (King, 1993) within online discussions
(Gerbic, 2006; Sullivan & Freishtat, 2013). In addition, students should be explicitly taught that
just because instructors are not serving as the experts within online discussions, they are still
actively engaged through the creation of an intellectual climate that promotes learning (Anderson
et al., 2001; Boyd, 2008).
Relatedly, as students learn new expectations and roles for instructors, they also need to
learn new roles for themselves (Morrison, 2014). Students must be explicitly taught how to
develop online social identities that will promote both their own and their peers’ learning and
satisfaction (Kehrwald, 2008), as student satisfaction predicts learning outcomes (Kaufmann,
2015). Building on Vygotsky’s (1978) theory of social constructivism, students need to perceive
themselves as co-constructors of knowledge alongside their peers (Bosworth & Hamilton, 1994;
Gerlach, 1994).
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Explicitly Teach Students How to Read Their Classmates’ Postings as Well as How to Write
Their Own Messages.

Students do not instinctively know effective strategies for online discussion participation,
and may even participate in the discussions for several semesters without discovering optimal
strategies. Without guidance, students are likely to post without actively engaging with content
(Ellis et al., 2004; Oliver & Shaw, 2003; Peters & Hewitt, 2010). They benefit from clear
guidelines on how to participate within online learning environments (Lee, 2014). Students who
have felt more comfortable participating in online discussions have reported higher levels of
critical thinking within online discussions (Richardson & Ice, 2010). Thus, students must be
taught how to read and interpret their classmates’ posts (Kehrwald, 2008; Wise, Hausknecht, &
Zhao, 2014) as well as how to construct their own posts (Joksimović, Gašević, Kovanović,
Riecke, & Hatala, 2015; Jonassen & Remidez, 2005; Kehrwald, 2008; Samuels-Peretz, 2014;
Whiteside, 2015). Instructors should also teach how to prioritize and participate both efficiently
and effectively, as students often struggle with the time-intensive nature of online discussions
(Anderson & Simpson, 2004; Kehrwald, 2008; Peters & Hewitt, 2010).
Students need to be explicitly taught the expectations for online discussions, as they may
have very different expectations than their instructors (Meyer, 2007; Sullivan & Freishtat, 2013).
Included within the teaching of expectations should be the roles students should play within
online discussions and communication patterns that support critical thinking (Kiefer, 2006;
Sorenson & Baylen, 2004). Students must be taught not to just skim all of their classmates’
messages, but rather to read and re-read the thread of posts to which they plan they respond
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(Wise et al., 2014); increased time spent reading classmates’ posts has been correlated with
higher assignment grades (Goggins & Xing, 2016).
Dissension and debate facilitate the refinement of understandings of course concepts
(Bryce, 2014); however, the default stance for some students is non-confrontation, as reflected
by the current study and other research (e.g., Bryce, 2014; Çelik, 2013; Jeong, 2003; Martin,
2013; Sorensen & Baylen, 2004). Thus, it is essential that students are made aware of the
importance of reflecting upon and, as appropriate, challenging the ideas and beliefs of peers, in
order for all students to develop better understandings of course content (Ellis et al., 2006). One
specific method for supporting the development of students’ argumentation skills may be
provided through constrained online discussion environments in which students’ posts must
begin with a predefined phrase or be labeled according to purpose (Gao, 2014; Jonassen &
Remidez, 2005). Constrained online discussion environments are discussed in more detail in
Implications for instructional designers and course developers, below.
Although some students shy away from conflict, other students may strive to be
controversial. While instructors should encourage students to provoke debate and discussion,
some students may come across as too argumentative or confrontational in their posts. The
classmates of confrontational students may avoid responding to such messages (Clouder, Dalley,
Hargreaves, Parkes, Sellars, and Toms, 2006; Peters & Hewitt, 2010; York & Richardson, 2012).
Thus, instructors should teach posting strategies that encourage perspective sharing but do not
threaten the faces of classmates and thus can yield fruitful discussion.
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Teach Students about Social Identity Formation.

Students should be taught strategies for effectively engaging in online discussions,
including tactics for developing and maintaining social identities. While it may not be necessary
to explicitly teach about facework (Goffman, 1967) and social presence (e.g., Swan, 2005),
students can benefit from learning to think about their peers within the online discussions as
human beings, not just words on a page. Students may need direct instruction, modeling, and
scaffolding in order to know how to interact with other learners within online discussions
(Giacumo, Savenye, & Smith, 2013; Joksimović et al., 2015; Jonassen & Remidez, 2005). Thus,
students should be taught about the elements of social presence and facework strategies, as well
as the benefits of their purposeful use. One way to teach students about social presence may be
to analyze as a class a tool that have been used to measure social presence (e.g., Lowenthal &
Dunlap, 2014). Another strategy may be to discuss and demonstrate effective use of social
presence elements within the online discussions. For example, Dunlap, Bose, Lowenthal, York,
Atkinson, & Murtagh (in press) recommended modeling and encouraging the use of emoticons
and paralinguistic cues (p. 11). Woo and Reeves (2007) presented a table of emoticons to share
with students to encourage their use.
The potential benefits of social presence development are many (see Goggins & Xing,
2016; Horzum, 2015; Ke, 2010; Shea & Bidjerano, 2009; Swan & Matthews, 2012; Swan &
Shih, 2005; Wang & Chen, 2008). Furthermore, constructing an effective online presence can be
important professionally and personally in today’s world. Being able to communicate with
others is also beneficial, and an understanding of face supportive and face threatening behaviors
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(even if the behaviors are not labeled using technical terminology) can assist students in being
competent communicators.

Develop Assessment Strategies That Facilitate the Behaviors and Dispositions that Students Are
Expected to Demonstrate Within the Online Discussion Forums.

Students often tailor their behavior based on what they believe will affect their grades.
Much like what was reported in other studies (e.g., Gerbic, 2006; Ke, 2010; Palmer, Holt, &
Bray, 2008; Yeh & Lahman, 2007), participants in the current study discussed being busy and
disclosed that their primary motivation for participation within the online discussions were the
associated points that were awarded. However, assessment must go beyond frequency of posting
(Beth, Jordan, Schallert, Reed, and Kim, 2015) as frequency appeared to play a less significant
role in learning than time spent reading and writing posts (Goggins & Xing, 2016). Assessment
of online discussions should be based on a rubric that the students can access prior to writing
their discussion posts (Gašević, Adesope, Joksimović, & Kovanović, 2015; Wegman &
McCauley, 2014). Instructions for participation must include not only requirements for posting
but also clear guidelines for peer interaction (Beth et al., 2015; Gašević et al., 2015; Joksimović
et al., 2015) and the expectations need to be mirrored in the rubric (Branon & Essex, 2001).
Students expressed increased satisfaction when instructors used rubrics for assessment and
provided detailed feedback (Lee, 2014). (For an example of effective instructions for online
discussion participation, see Gašević et al., 2015. For an example of a rubric, see Giacumo et al.,
2013.) In addition, students who received quality criteria for discussion participation were more
interactive with their classmates; that is, they responded to their classmates’ post more often and
at greater length (Swan, Schenker, Arnold, & Kuo, 2007).
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Provide Concrete Examples of High-Quality Discussion Posts.

Even when students have received feedback on their own discussion posts, they may be
unsure how to improve their posts. Thus, students should be provided with examples of wellwritten, reflective online discussion posts from their peers (Sorenson & Baylen, 2004; Wegman
& McCauley, 2014) that offer divergent views and disagreement in ways that demonstrate
respect to the other participants (Bryce, 2014). The examples can come from current students, as
it could serve the dual-purpose of providing positive public feedback for the students cited;
motivation is increased by positive public feedback (Seevers, Rowe, & Skinner, 2014).
Instructors can also model appropriate discussion strategies via their own online postings
(Kiefer, 2006; Samuels-Peretz, 2014; Woo & Reeves, 2007).

Actively Facilitate the Development of a Learning Community Among Students.

Students need to understand what learning communities are and what expectations exist
for community members. Instructors should use, and identify to students, activities that are
purposefully designed to build community among learners (Whiteside, 2015). In order to do so,
instructors must also establish the expectation that a learning community will be developed.
Incorporating social elements such as icebreakers into online discussions (Vonderwell, 2002) can
encourage students to dialogue and collaboratively reflect upon course concepts (Lee, 2014;
Richardson & Swan, 2003).
The findings of the current study mirrored the assertion of Beth et al. (2015) that students
do not necessarily perceive themselves to be part of a learning community when engaging in
online discussions; community development must be facilitated. One example of how to do so
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was provided by Niess and Gillow-Wiles (2013) who used the following in their instructions to
students: “Although this class uses an online, asynchronous mode, we hope to establish a
learning community such that you can share ideas and support each other as you are exploring
the course ideas” (para. 19). Explicitly telling students they are expected to create a learning
community may increase the chances of such a community developing.
While research has demonstrated learning communities developing in graduate-level
online discussions (see, for example, Lapadat, 2007; Swan & Shih, 2005), instructors in
undergraduate classrooms may need to devote time to explain the definition and purpose of a
learning community. It is hoped that the development of learning communities within
undergraduate online discussions will lead to higher levels of student satisfaction, similar to what
has been found in graduate courses (see, for example, Swan & Shih, 2005).

Separate Students Into Small Groups for Online Discussions.

Student may be more likely to succeed when they can develop supportive relationships
with a small group of peers with whom they collaboratively build social identities. It is
recommended that instructors separate students into small groups for online discussions for any
class with more than 10 students, at least for some discussions through the semester (Anderson &
Simpson, 2004; Ke, 2010). Students may struggle to establish social identities and to recognize
the identities of peers when class sizes are large (Sullivan & Freishtat, 2013). The participants in
the current study discussed increased satisfaction and a greater ability to effectively participate in
the online discussions when they had a chance to develop relationships with a small group of
peers, much like the findings of Kehrwald (2008), Sullivan and Freishtat (2013), and Yeh and
Lahman (2007). Dividing the class into small groups nurtures social relationships and may lead
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to more intellectual risk-taking within the discussions (Gerbic, 2006). In addition, higher levels
of persuasive argumentation (i.e., discursiveness) have been correlated with smaller group size
(Wise et al., 2014).
Read Students’ Posts, and Ensure Students Are Aware Their Messages Are Being Read.

It is important to students that they know instructors are reading their online messages.
Participants of the current study described being motivated and feeling increased satisfaction due
to instructors’ responses to posts, and other researchers have found that students lose motivation
when they believe instructors are not reading their messages (Al-Kandari, 2012). Belcher, Hall,
Pressey, and Kelley (2015) found small but significant increases in critical thinking when
instructors responded to students’ posts. However, other research has shown that when
instructors post too frequently within online discussion forums, students tend to post less
frequently and with shorter messages (Arend, 2009; Mazzolini & Maddison, 2007). It is
recommended that when instructors respond, they avoid pointing out errors and/or giving correct
answers, but instead encourage students to reflect upon their posts in new ways (Arend, 2009;
Pelz, 2004) or defend their positions (Chan, Hew, & Cheung, 2009). A balance of studentstudent, instructor-student, and content-student interactions is recommended (Ke, 2013, p. 20).

Encourage Disagreement and the Development of Argumentation Skills.

Students need to know when and how to engage in critical dialogue with their peers. The
findings of the current study as well as other research studies (Bryce, 2014; Çelik, 2013;
Hammond & Wiriyapinit, 2005; Jeong, 2003; Lambert & Fisher, 2013; Martin, 2013; Miers,
Clarke, Pollard, Rickaby, Thomas, & Turtle, 2007; Sorensen & Baylen, 2004) have demonstrated
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that students are often uncertain of whether it is appropriate to disagree with other students
within online discussion forums, may be fearful of negative ramifications for expressing
disagreement, and/or are unaware of strategies for effectively expressing disagreement.
However, exposure to alternative viewpoints can facilitate learning (Jonassen, Mayes, &
McAleese, 1993). Thus, students need explicit demonstration of how to reflect upon and
critically engage with course content and their classmates’ posts (Whiteside, 2015); they must be
encouraged to defend their opinions (Chan et al., 2009). At the same time, instructors can teach
how to present an argument without being too confrontational, as classmates may avoid
responding to such posts (Peters & Hewitt, 2010). Students need to realize that while peers may
like reading postings that align with their own worldviews, messages that are “thoughtprovoking” tend to receive higher ratings from classmates than those that simply state the same
beliefs as others in the class (Meyer, 2007, p. 13).
One method for encouraging higher-order argumentation within online discussions may
be role assignment, a strategy in which students are assigned roles for online discussion
participation (Darabi, Arrastia, Nelson, Cornille, & Liang, 2010; Gašević et al., 2015; Kollar,
Fischer, & Slotta, 2005; Schellens, Van Keer, De Wever, & Valcke, 2007). Examples of roles
include topic leader (Gašević et al., 2015), summarizer, source searcher, theoretician, moderator
(Gašević et al., 2015; Schellens et al., 2007), proponent, opponent, and mediator (Muller Mirza,
2015), (see Gašević et al., 2015 and Muller Mirza, 2015 for additional discussion of the specific
roles). Role assignment can “foster dynamic and structured debate” regarding course content
(Schellens et al., 2007, p. 231). When students received and understood clear criteria for their
role assignments, higher-order thinking was evident (Gašević et al., 2015), particularly in regards
to students’ ability to comment upon and debate the ideas of their peers (Kollar et al., 2005;
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Weinberger, Stegmann, & Fischer, 2005). Muller Mirza (2015) found that students with role
assignments were generally successful in expressing disagreement and using argumentation
strategies to co-construct knowledge with their peers. However, Schellens et al. (2007) found
lower levels of knowledge construction for source searchers (i.e., students whose role was to find
additional information via external resources) and suggested the importance of having source
searchers explain how the material they were presenting fit into the overall discussion and/or
connected to the course content (p. 242).

Develop an Environment That Encourages Intellectual Risk-Taking.

Students may worry about how their posts will be viewed by peers and may be hesitant to
post within the online discussions if they are not confident in both their writing skills and their
ability to discuss course content. Instructors need to promote the idea of the online discussion
forums as safe environments to experiment with ideas and make mistakes (Boyd, 2008; Walton,
2010; see Frisby, Berger, Burchett, Herovic, & Strawser, 2014 for specific strategies regarding
creating online discussions that feel safe to learners). While the perception of face threats has
been linked to negative emotions (Kennedy-Lightsey, 2010), the establishment of safe
environments have been shown to facilitate students’ critical reflection of the perspectives of
others (Walton, 2010). In addition to explaining the idea of a safe environment to students,
assessment should be based on demonstration of critical thinking and reflection, not on having
the correct answer. Furthermore, instructors should model face supportive strategies within the
online discussions and explicitly teach students how to support the faces of their peers. Given
that students may perceive personal affronts from peers or instructors when none are intended
(Çelik, 2013; Liu, Lin, Yueh, & Minoh, 2010), it may also be necessary to teach students that
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criticism of their ideas differs from personal rebuffs and thus are not slights, but rather
opportunities to defend their positions. On the other hand, the findings of the current study
revealed that some students believe there are no wrong answers within online discussions, thus
preventing critical reflection of posts. Students need to be taught that online discussions are a
space for grappling with ideas but also taught argumentation and critical thinking skills in order
to differentiate between lower-quality and higher-quality posts, both their own and their
classmates’ messages. In addition, as described above, the creation of small groups may
facilitate greater intellectual risk-taking (Gerbic, 2006).

Summary of Implications for Instructors

In this section, several suggestions for instructors utilizing asynchronous online
discussions were provided, based on the implications of the findings of the current study and
how the findings integrated with other literature. To summarize, instructors must create the
conditions that facilitate opportunities for interaction and learning. Furthermore, students must
be taught explicitly why and how to participate within online discussions, with assessment based
on demonstration of the required behaviors. The next section provides suggestions for course
developers and instructional designers who work with faculty facilitating online discussions.

Implications for Instructional Designers and Course Developers

Although not available at every institution, instructional designers and/or course
developers are often part of the course design process. Instructors are often not reading the
literature regarding online discussions, and thus it is crucial that research findings are shared
with instructional designers (Gregg, 2015) and course developers. In addition, instructional
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designers and course developers can have quite a bit of influence over the structure and content
of the online discussions. Below are my suggestions for instructional designers and course
developers, based on the findings of the current study.

Develop Open-Ended Discussion Prompts That Are Specifically Designed to Facilitate Learning
and Interaction.

Given that the learning tools are called online discussion forums, students expect an
opportunity to discuss and interact with others. Participants of the current study, as well as
students in Gerbic’s (2006) study, described being bored and frustrated with closed-ended
discussion topics. It is highly recommended that discussion prompts and topics be open-ended
and facilitate interaction among learners (Kehrwald, 2008; Liu & Yang, 2014; Sorenson &
Baylen, 2004); they should require clarification, reflection, and explanation to answer (Cook,
2002; Richardson & Swan, 2010). Furthermore, discussion based purely on opinion may be
liked by students but has not been shown to facilitate critical dialogues and co-construction of
knowledge (Liu & Yang, 2014).
Discussion topics should be strongly connected to course content (Gerbic, 2006; Sullivan
& Freishtat, 2013), and the linkages should be made explicit to students (Boyd, 2008; Sorenson
& Baylen, 2004; Sullivan & Freishtat, 2013). Furthermore, discussion topics should encourage
students to apply course content in meaningful ways that encourage interaction, including the
sharing of multiple perspectives, argumentation, and challenging of peers’ ideas (Boyd, 2008;
Gerbic, 2006; Sorenson & Baylen, 2004; Sullivan & Freishtat, 2013). Discussion topics need to
be complex enough for the students to find them interesting and worthy of time and effort
(Kehrwald, 2008), but not so complex that students are confused and likely to fail to fully discuss
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the topic (Kollar et al., 2005). Rather than converse about a specific reading, students should be
asked to discuss “ideas, issues, or problems that some article or chapter might help them
approach” the given topic of discussion (Bain, 2004, p. 127). Structured debates, case studies,
and problem-solving situations encourage students to establish their own understandings of
course content, defend their opinions, and co-construct knowledge with their peers (Al-Kandari,
2012; Fear & Erikson-Brown, 2014; Gerbic, 2006). Furthermore, some participants in the
current study mirrored the findings of Darabi et al. (2010) as well as Liu and Yang (2014) with
their beliefs that discussions should be authentic and meaningful, rather than purely theoretical,
in order to be both engaging and motivating (Xie & Ke, 2011). Thus, discussions should be
based on current events, issues in the media, or topics that are highly relevant to students (AlKandari, 2012; Liu & Yang, 2014).

Explicitly and Repeatedly Discuss the Purpose of Asynchronous Online Discussions With
Faculty.

Informal conversations with faculty members suggested that instructors were sometimes
unsure of the purpose of online discussions. Detailed, and perhaps domain-specific, information
regarding the intent and benefits of online discussions should be repeatedly shared with both fulltime and part-time faculty.

Teach Faculty How to Facilitate Online Discussions.

Just as with students, giving faculty information about online discussions one time and
early in their careers may not be enough. Instructional designers can provide specific tools and
techniques to instructors to support online discussion facilitation. Faculty training materials
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currently provided by the data collection site suggested that instructors use Socratic questioning
within online discussions. While this is a good start, no description of Socratic questioning was
provided, nor were concrete examples available.
Instructional designers should share findings of the current study and other online
discussion research with instructors in order to promote best practices. In addition, instructors
should be provided with tools that have been shown to increase student engagement and/or
higher-order thinking skills such as Wegman and McCauley’s (2014) 3R format (respond, react,
reply). Another tool available is Gao’s (2014) constrained online discussion environment, “a
pre-structured form of discussion environment that guides learners to participate in the
discussion in certain ways. Typically, a constrained online discussion environment requires
learners to start their notes with a predefined phase…or label their notes using a predefined set of
post types” (Gao, 2014, p. 2). A similar strategy of structured discussion was suggested by
Jonassen and Remidez (2005) and had some success with building students’ argumentation
skills. Even a simple strategy of using what, why, and how questions to respond to students’
posts has been shown to be effective (Liu and Yang, 2014) and could be shared with faculty.
Perhaps a database of successes, challenges, and lessons learned could be created to allow
instructors to share their experiences with, and learn from, other instructors.

Summary of Implications for Instructional Designers and Curriculum Developers

Instructional designers and curriculum developers can have a significant impact on the
structure and content of asynchronous online discussions. Implications from the current study
suggested that instructional designers and curriculum developers should exclusively use openended discussion prompts that have been structured to facilitate interaction and learning. In
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addition, faculty can benefit from the expertise of instructional designers when knowledge and
strategies regarding online discussion facilitation are shared. The next section provides
recommendations for administrators within higher education.

Implications for Higher Education Administrators

The implications for administrators provided in the following section are somewhat
particular to the data collection site, as the recommendations were based on the policies of that
university. However, administrators at other institutions of higher learning may benefit from the
ideas presented below.

Acknowledge that Online Discussions May Not Be Appropriate, Nor Necessary, For Every
Course.

Administrators should reconsider umbrella policies that cover all courses but may not
reflect ideal pedagogical practices. Online discussions function best in learning environments
derived from a constructivist epistemology that accentuates social elements of learning
(Garrison, 1997). Constructivism emphasizes learners’ efforts to construct knowledge through
activity and experience (Jonassen, Peck, & Wilson, 1999), and social constructivism underscores
the collaborative nature of knowledge construction (Prawat & Floden, 1994; Vygotsky, 1978).
Online discussions are designed to facilitate interpersonal interaction (Kehrwald, 2008) and the
participants in the current study described their frustration when the online discussions felt more
like homework than interactions.
While many courses emphasize interpersonal interaction as part of their learning goals,
not all do. Instructional methods should match learning goals (Kuhn, 2007), and some course
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content may be better understood through direct instruction (Kirschner, Sweller, & Clark, 2006;
Kuhn, 2007), which does not fit well with the constructive, interactive element of online
discussions (Garrison, 1997). Additionally, some courses or instructor preferences may lend
themselves more readily to in-person interaction than online (Klemm, 2005).
Furthermore, students may become bored with engaging in the same activity in class after
class, leading to reduced motivation for interaction and learning. Given that learning activities
should match learning goals (Kuhn, 2007), no one activity is appropriate for every type of
learning (Molenda, 2008, p. 143). For the reasons listed above, it is reasonable to assert that
online discussions are not appropriate for every class and should not be mandatory, particularly
for blended courses that already include face-to-face discussions. Alternative learning activities
in certain classes may facilitate greater acquisition of learning outcomes for students. In
addition, the reduction of online discussions (and particularly inappropriate discussions) would
lessen student frustration with the online discussions in remaining classes.
It has been noted that there is another perspective that can be adopted; that is, any course
will benefit from interactive online discussions. Although the participants in the current study
were generally in agreement that online discussions do not belong in technical courses, Jay was
the one participant who recognized that the online discussions could provide a rich learning
environment for any course, if the right type of questions were asked. Other research studies
have supported Jay’s assertion. For example, Porter, Lee, Simon, and Zingaro (2011)
demonstrated increased student comprehension of physics problems through peer instruction,
although this was in a campus-based classroom. However, it is important to note that the
instructors teaching the physics course were highly motivated to facilitate high-quality
discussions, and the online discussions were tied to learning goals. If online discussions are to
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be used as a tool in all courses, than more scaffolding will be needed for instructors and course
designers to ensure that institutional goals for online discussions can be met. See Implications
for instructional designers and course developers, above, for specific suggestions on how this
may occur.

Give Instructors Flexibility Regarding the Timing of Opening and Closing Online Discussion
Forums.

As mentioned in the previous section, blanket policies may not be the best option for
students and instructors. At the university where data were collected for the current study,
discussion prompts were created by course developers and provided to faculty for each weekly
discussion forum. According to one faculty member, the underlying principle behind online
discussions at the data collection site was that discussions should begin on the lower levels of
Bloom’s (1956) taxonomy and gradually develop into higher levels of thinking, which could
explain why the participants in the current study reported so many closed-ended discussion
prompts within the online discussions. However, like Richardson and Ice (2010), I assert it is
unrealistic that discussions will start on a basic level and develop to higher levels of Bloom’s
taxonomy each week; there simply is not enough time.
My assertion is supported by research that has demonstrated that students do not tend to
link discussions together without support; rather, students must reconstruct knowledge in each
new discussion forum (Kollar et al., 2005). Structured connection of the discussions from weekto-week, rather than brand new topics each week, could eliminate the need for students to begin
anew each week. The idea of structured connections suggests that instructors should be granted
more flexibility in the structure of the online discussions. It may not be appropriate for new
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material or discussion prompts to be posted each Sunday, and for discussions to end the
following Sunday (as per current policy); those dates may not align with the progression of the
discussion. Instructors should be able to choose to have a discussion forum open for longer than
a week, perhaps even across all the weeks of the semester. It is recommended that instructors
who wish to try alternative formats be allowed to do so. The results of such experimentations
could be added to the database suggested in the Implications for instructional designers and
course developers, above.
One suggestion from a faculty member with whom I was sharing the findings of the
current study was to have a discussion that builds through the semester. She suggested that a key
concept could be introduced in the week one discussions and the discussion could build over the
span of the course, continually re-connecting with the content being covered each week but also
holding a central theme. The discussion could gradually escalate through the levels of the
revised Bloom’s taxonomy: remember, understand, apply, analyze, evaluate, and create
(Anderson, Krathwohl, & Bloom, 2001). For example, she and I discussed the possibility of
using social justice in a diversity course. In week one of the discussions, the basic definition of
social justice and examples could be presented and commented upon; this week could focus on
the levels of remember and understand. In the next few weeks of online discussions, students
could apply and analyze course content they were learning in class and through readings to the
concept of social justice. Ideally, by the end of the semester, students would be able to evaluate
and/or create content as it relates to the intersection of social justice and other course content.
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Give Instructors the Flexibility to Alter Discussion Prompts and/or Topics.

In a similar vein to the preceding recommendation, instructors should be given the
academic freedom to change discussion prompts and/or topics. Several faculty with whom I
spoke reported making changes to the prompts. However, one instructor was concerned there
might be negative ramifications for such changes if administration at higher levels saw the
changes. As recommended in the Implications for instructional designers and course developers
section, above, revised discussion prompts and topics should be open-ended, structured to
facilitate interaction and learning, and tied to learning goals. If instructors wish to develop new
discussion prompts meeting the given criteria, they should be allowed to do so. A further benefit
to such a policy is that instructors would be able to incorporate current events and/or media into
the online discussions easily, thus increasing the relevance to students.

Develop Policies That Promote Student-To-Student Interaction.

The policy at the data collection site for the current study was that instructors should
create a post at the end of each week wrapping up the discussion topic. However, encouraging
instructors to write weekly wrap-up posts may detract from the idea of making students coconstructors of knowledge, as it promotes the instructor to the role of expert within the
discussions (Niess & Gillow-Wiles, 2013). Rather, it is recommended that policies promote
student-student interaction. For example, students could be assigned the role of discussion
summarizer, or a learning activity could occur in the following week in which the students
together reflect upon the online discussion. The goal should be for students to see themselves as
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knowledge constructors (Vygotsky, 1978), as opposed to learners who must wait for instructor
approval (Niess & Gillow-Wiles, 2013).

If Non-Interactive Forums Are Necessary, Provide Alternate Labels for the Associated Online
Spaces.

From a logistical perspective, the Site Liaison also reminded me that one of the roles of
online discussions has been to take attendance virtually. At the data collection site, most blended
courses only met once a week on campus. To compensate, students could be marked as
attending class by posting in the online discussions. Attendance was important for issues such as
financial aid and was taken by a third-party vendor who did not have access to other areas of the
learning management system, only the discussion forums. I suggest that for those courses in
which learning goals are not compatible with online discussions, and those closed-ended
discussion prompts are most likely to be used, a solution can be found that does not require
students to post in online discussions, or at least not to perceive they are doing so. On the backend of the learning management system, it should be possible to rename online discussion
forums as assignments (or something similar) and to hide entries from other students. This
change would allow students to answer closed-ended questions without concern for posting the
same answer as other students, nor would students worry about giving an incorrect answer to a
public audience. However, students could still post in the non-interactive forums, allowing for
the monitoring of virtual participation. Such labeling would lessen students’ current frustration
with being asked to participate within online discussion forums that do not allow for back-andforth discussion.
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Summary of Implications for Higher Education Administrators

Many of the policies regarding online discussions at the data collection site were applied
to all courses and instructors. However, the findings of the current study demonstrated negative
consequences of some of the policies for some courses. Thus, it is recommended that faculty
members who are working to incorporate best practices in pedagogy be allowed the flexibility to
do so. In addition, if logistics require non-interactive discussion forums, it is recommended that
students see the non-interactive forums with a name that does not imply back-and-forth
discussion.
Summary of Implications

Above I have offered suggestions for instructors, instructional designers/course
developers, and higher education administrators regarding online discussion forums and
associated policies. The suggestions were derived from the findings of the current study and
considered within the context of other relevant literature. My goal in providing the suggestions
was to create conditions that allow for the highest degree of student learning and satisfaction. In
order for such conditions to develop, both instructors and students must be aware of the purpose
of online discussions and have the knowledge and skills to develop online learning communities.
Furthermore, instructors should be given support to develop high-quality discussion forums and
the flexibility to try out ideas suggested by online discussion research.
In this section, I have suggested implications of the findings from the current study. The
next section presents the limitations of the study.
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Limitations

All research has limitations, and the current study is no exception. First, as with all
qualitative research, the “written products are the result and reflection of both the interviewee
and interviewer….Hence, what the reader will find here is a version—not the version—of the
experiences of the participants” (Gorkin, 2000, p. 12). Second, as with all case studies
(Feinberg, 1977; Mishler, 1979; Thomas, 2003) as well as many studies in the field of education,
the current study was limited by its context. The current study was conducted with a small
number of students at a specific university. The findings of the current study may be suggestive
of patterns for other groups, yet may not be generalizable to other institutions, or even to all the
students at the school where data were collected (Birnbaum, 2013).

Suggestions for Future Research

In this section, I first examine the gaps in the literature that existed prior to the current
study. I then suggest areas for future research, based on the placement of the findings of the
current study within existing literature.

Gaps in Asynchronous Online Discussions Research Prior to the Current Study

Research regarding asynchronous online discussions has increased steadily over the last
two decades. However, more research was needed using a qualitative framework to understand
asynchronous online discussions from the point-of-view of learners (Hammond & Wiriyapinit,
2005; Maurino, 2006; Zhou, 2015). In addition, a thorough literature review had unearthed little
research regarding how undergraduate students created social identities within asynchronous
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online discussions. Furthermore, the majority of studies regarding asynchronous online
discussions were conducted in education courses, often in graduate-level classes; such studies
may not have represented undergraduates in other fields (Borup, West, & Graham, 2012;
Maurino, 2006), particularly since research has indicated that students in different fields may
approach online discussions differently (Ellis et al., 2006). This was true even though there are
approximately five times as many undergraduate students taking courses online as graduate
students (Allen & Seaman, 2016). Moreover, most studies were conducted by investigators who
were also the students’ current instructors (Maurino, 2006). Not only may researchers be biased
by their instructional role (Missett, Reed, Scot, Callahan, & Slade, 2010; Nandi, Hamilton, &
Harland, 2012), but also students may be hesitant to share their true feelings regarding
instructional practices with professors who taught the classes being studied (Stodel, Thompson,
& MacDonald, 2006; Yeh & Lahman, 2007). The current study focused on undergraduate
students in a variety of fields outside of education and was not conducted in a classroom in
which I taught. Figure 2 depicts the problems with the research that previously existed regarding
gaps.

Areas for Future Research

The current study is one of the first to investigate the connection between social presence and
facework, particularly within asynchronous online discussions. Future research can build on the
findings to investigate the overlap and distinctive qualities of social presence and facework as
they relate to social identity development. In addition, there is a need for further work to
understand how undergraduate students experience and participate in online discussions. As
argued by Sharpe and Bennefield (2005), the “individual and frequently contradictory”
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Figure 2. Existing research regarding asynchronous online discussions.

Figure 3. Gaps in previous research addressed in current study.
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perceptions of students regarding online discussion experiences underscore the need for
qualitative research in this area (para. 4).
In addition, some differences were found in the findings of the current study as compared
to other research within graduate classrooms and those differences deserve further investigation.
Furthermore, while a number of strategies for increasing critical thinking and argumentation
skills for undergraduate students are listed in the Implications for instructors and Implications for
instructional designers and course developers sections, above, more research is needed to
determine what factors facilitate or impede the development of those skills. In addition, most
online discussion research has been conducted in the investigators’ own classrooms (Maurino,
2006) and it is reasonable to assume that the investigators/instructors were using online
discussions as learning tools because they chose to do so. The current study was unique in that
the student participants were sharing their experiences in online discussion forums that may have
been facilitated by instructors who were compelled by policy, rather than choice, to use online
discussions as learning activities. More research is needed to understand the consequences of
compulsory online discussions. Moreover, I recommend that future studies further examine the
discrepancies between instructor and student expectations as well as methods for effectively
reducing the differences.

Conclusions

As a qualitative inquiry, I recognized that while the methods used provided insight into
students’ lived experiences developing and maintaining social identities within online
discussions, the findings were limited to my interpretations of the data. I have attempted to
conduct a high-quality study by providing clear and explicit details of the methods as well as
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direct quotations for interview and online discussion transcripts to support my assertions. I
believed that while the findings of the study were limited by the specific context, the themes that
arose through analysis could provide insight into the experiences of other undergraduates at both
the data collection site and other colleges and universities. Overall, the current study was
significant in that it introduced the idea of social identity formation as an important factor in
online discussion participation. Both social presence, an often-used theoretical construct for
examining online discussions, and facework, a relatively under-utilized lens, were used to
analyze how students develop online identities within online discussion forums. Findings
indicated that social identities are reflections of how students perceive not only their own virtual
selves but also instructors, classmates, and the online discussion forums. A variety of factors
influence social identity development, including students’ expectations, discussion prompts,
assessment methods, university policies, and students’ self-efficacy regarding online discussion
posting. Consequences of social identity development range from avoidance of online
discussions to minimal, one-way participation to full interaction within a learning community. I
concluded the processes used by instructors and others within higher education to promote
positive social identity development for students, that is, the creation of identities as interactants,
as co-constructors of knowledge, and as critical thinkers, are essential to fully functioning virtual
classrooms and the attainment of learning goals by students.
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Data Collection Protocol

Purpose of study (as being described to participants)

The purpose of this study is to learn how students develop a social identity within threaded
discussions. By social identity, I mean how you present yourself as you, as a human being and
not just words, and as the particular human being you are, with your specific personality.
(Note: At the data collection site, asynchronous online discussions were typically referred to as
threaded discussions.)

Recruitment (Day 1 of Technology, Society, & Culture)

1. Bring 8 copies of consent forms, demographic surveys, perceptions of asynchronous
online discussion surveys, business cards, and pens.
2. With the permission of the instructor, introduce myself and provide an overview of study
to LAS capstone students during their class. Discuss the purpose of the study, inclusion
& exclusion criteria, and data collection procedures. Invite students to meet with me
immediately after class.
3. After class, meet with potential participants. Answer questions and review consent form.
Gain informed consent.
4. Participants select pseudonyms.
5. Participants complete demographic and perceptions of asynchronous online discussion
surveys.
6. Schedule first round of interviews. Confirm contact information.
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Prior to First Interview (Individual Interview)

1. Work with Site Liaison to pull asynchronous online discussions transcripts. Remove all
identifying information using pseudonyms for participants, “instructor” for faculty
names, and “student #” for non-participating students.
2. Review interviewee’s asynchronous online discussions transcripts and select data to be
analyzed. Highlight participant’s messages so they are easy to find during the interview.
3. Two days prior, confirm date, time, and type of interview via the participants’ preferred
mode of communication.
4. Check digital audio recorder and batteries.
5. Bring audio recorder, microphone, extra batteries, notepad, pens, and discussion
facilitation tool (see Appendix B).
6. Bring participant’s asynchronous online discussions transcripts and perceptions of
asynchronous online discussions survey.

During First Interview (Individual Interview)

1. Greet participant. Thank interviewee for agreeing to participate in study.
2. Review purpose of study and answer questions. Discuss the purpose of today’s
interview. Confirm that the participant is available to speak with me for 60-90 minutes.
3. Get permission to record interview audio. Remind participant that I am the only one who
will listen to recordings.
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4. Conduct interview (see Interview guide, below.) Use a conversational style to keep
dialogue going and focused, but speak as little as possible. The focus is on the
interviewee’s experiences.
5. Review interviewee about what I will do with this interview recording and with their
asynchronous online discussions transcripts. Remind participants s/he can contact me at
any time with questions or if would like to withdraw from the study.
6. Discuss availability for group interview; agree to e-mail to confirm a time and location
with all group interview participants.
7. Thank the participant for time.

Interview Guide (Individual Interview)

1. Engage in small talk; establish rapport.
2. I’d like you to start by telling me about your experience with threaded discussions. I’m
interested in hearing your story: the good, the bad, the successes, or the
struggles…whatever is most important to you.
a. If interviewee looks lost, ask them to tell me about a time using threaded discussions
that really sticks out in their minds.
b. Spend time on this initial open-ended question, drawing out as many stories as
possible.
c. If interviewee is hesitant, use extra questions such as: What do you like about the
threaded discussions? What do you dislike? Ask for examples.
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d. Use probes such as “can you tell me more about that?”, “what happened next?”, and
“how come?” to facilitate detailed responses. (Continue to use these probes
throughout the interview.)
3. Using responses from the first question, ask:
a. You told me that you used to feel (or think, or do) ______________. Do you still feel
(think/do) the same way? (If no, what has changed? Why?)
b. You told me that you recently did (thought/felt) ________________. Was that
always true, or did you used to do/think/feel differently? (What changed?)
c. Repeat questions a and b as appropriate to review answers from question 1.
4. How would you describe the threaded discussions to someone who does not know what
they are or anything about them. For example, what if you had a friend who was thinking
about enrolling here, what would you say to describe the discussions? (Extra questions:
What if you wanted to explain them to your parents, or your grandparents? How would
you explain the threaded discussions to someone like that?)
5. Tell me the story about writing your first discussion post for your capstone course.
(Extra questions: What were you thinking about? Why did you write what you wrote?)
a. Follow-up question: Walk me through the process of writing a discussion post. What
do you do first?
b. Second follow-up question: Have you always written discussion posts this way, or
has your process changed? Can you tell me about that?
6. When I was telling you about this study, I mentioned that the purpose of this study is to
learn how students develop a social identity within threaded discussions. By social
identity, I mean how you present yourself as you, as a human being and not just words,
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and as the particular human being you are, with your specific personality. What do you
think about that? How does that fit (or not fit) with your experience writing on the
threaded discussions? (If there is any hesitation, add “It is absolutely okay to say that it
doesn’t fit! Just tell me what you honestly think.”) How come? (Extra question: Do you
think about who will read your posts? Who are you writing for or thinking about as you
create your posts?)
a. What about for your classmates? What have you seen, heard, or talked about that
would help me understand how they (do or do not) develop social identities in the
threaded discussions?
b. What about your teachers? Do you think professors develop social identities in the
threaded discussions? What are your experiences?
c. Ask “What similarities and difference are there between your/their identities online
and in the regular, face-to-face classroom?” as appropriate throughout question 5.
7. (Pull out perceptions of asynchronous online discussions survey and transcripts.) I
brought the transcripts for the classes you told me about on this survey, as well as for
your introductory critical thinking course. We will talk through them one-by-one. Let’s
start with the introductory critical thinking course, since it was your first class. Here, I’ll
give you a minute to look the transcripts over. I’ve highlighted your name so your posts
are easy to find.
a. What stands out to you as you read these? (Extra questions: Do they trigger any
memories? How does it feel to read them?)
b. I want to try something; it is a little bit different, almost like a game. I want to
think about the discussions in this class as if they were a performance and you are
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an actor on a stage. Are you willing to play along? (Show picture of theater; use
as reference for questions below; see Appendix B.)
i.

First, tell me about the setting. Tell me about the class and what you knew
about threaded discussions at this point. Many times COLL instructors will
teach about the discussions; what were you learning?

ii.

Tell me about the other actors on the stage; that is, tell me about your
classmates. Whatever you remember is fine. (Probe: Is there anyone who
stands out from this class? What made that person memorable? Extra
question: How would you describe this class overall?)

iii.

Tell me about the director: What part did your instructor play? What did you
think about his or her performance?

iv.

Tell me about the performance: What’s going on? What did you think about
this performance? How did you feel about it? (Prompts can include asking
about communication, community, learning. The interviewee may answer
regarding her/his personal performance or that of the class. Once that is
exhausted, ask about the other one.)

v.

What role were you playing in the discussions? What were you trying to do;
who were you trying to be? (If appropriate, say…) You discussed learning
about the discussions in the course; how did that affect your ability to play
your role?

vi.

What was happening backstage (so to speak) to help you perform your role?
In other words, what did you do to learn about or prepare for your role?
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vii.

How did you feel about your role? (Follow-up: How capable did you feel?
What constraints did you feel? How did this affect your posts?)

viii.

How did you feel about the performance overall? (Note: Be sure to get an
answer about what they knew and felt about the discussions at this point in
time.)

ix.

If I was to have asked you “what is the purpose of threaded discussions?”
while you were in this course, what would you have said?

8. Repeat step 7 for other courses. Work through courses chronologically.
a. Before giving student the transcript, ask why s/he selected this course as the one
[learned the most/least or liked/disliked].
b. If answers become repetitive or if pressed for time, ask interviewee to select courses
to examine that are the most different from the ones already discussed.
9. What else would you like to tell me? Any other ideas, thoughts, or questions that you
had but didn’t get to say or ask?

After First Interview (Individual Interview)

1. Back-up recording to my laptop, so that two copies exist: one on digital recorder and one
on computer. Name file using pseudonym and interview date.
2. Write up interview notes, including my own reflections on the session (both in terms of
method and content).
3. E-mail participant a thank you letter along with details of second interview.
4. Transcribe recording.
5. Begin preliminary analysis of interview and asynchronous online discussions transcripts.

272
Prior to Second Interview (Group Interview)

1. One week before, and again 2 days prior, confirm date, time, and location of interview
using the participant’s preferred mode of communication.
2. Check digital audio recorder, video recorder, and batteries.
3. Bring audio recorder, video recorder, tripod, microphone, extra batteries, notepad, and
pens.

During Second Interview (Group Interview)

1. Greet interviewees and thank them for participation.
2. Discuss the purpose of today’s interview and answer any questions. Confirm that they
are available to speak with me for 60-90 minutes.
3. Get permission to record interview audio.
4. Conduct interview. (See below.) Interviewer uses a conversational style to keep
dialogue going and focused, but will speak as little as possible. The focus is on the
interviewee’s experiences.
5. Review with group about what I will do with this interview recording and with their
asynchronous online discussions transcripts. Remind participants they can contact me at
any time with questions or if they would like to withdraw from the study.
6. Thank the participants for time.
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After Second Interview (Group Interview)
1. Back-up recording for the recorder’s USB drive to my laptop, so that two copies exist.
Name file using “focus group” and interview date.
2. Write up interview notes, including my own reflections on the session (both in terms of
method and content).
3. E-mail participants a thank you letter.
4. Transcribe recording.
5. Continue analysis of transcripts (asynchronous online discussions, two interviews).

APPENDIX B
DISCUSSION FACILITATION TOOL
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Figure 4. Discussion facilitation tool.

APPENDIX C
DEMOGRAPHIC SURVEY
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Demographic survey
This survey will ask you a few details about yourself. It will also ask for your contact
information, so that Kimberly Harrison, MA (the researcher) can contact you regarding future
meetings. If you have any questions, please do not hesitate to ask Kimberly.
Please note that this sheet will be stored separately from other data being used in this study, such
as the transcripts from your interviews and online discussions. This separation will help ensure
the confidentiality of your information.

Name: ________________________________________________________________________

Gender: ____ Male

____ Female

Age: ______________

Major: ________________________________________________________________________

Contact information:

E-mail address that you check the most: _____________________________________________

Cell phone: ____________________________________________________________________

Twitter: _______________________________________________________________________

What is your preferred mode of contact (e-mail, phone call, text message, tweet)? ____________

Thank you for taking the time to complete this survey!

APPENDIX D
PERCEPTIONS OF ASYNCHRONOUS ONLINE DISCUSSIONS SURVEY
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Perceptions of asynchronous online discussions survey
This survey will ask you to list some of the courses you have taken at [this institution]. If you
have any questions, please do not hesitate to ask Kimberly.
Please note that this sheet will be stored separately from other data being used in this study, such
as the transcripts from your interviews and online discussions. This separation will help ensure
the confidentiality of your information.
IMPORTANT: For the questions below, please do not select a course in which you did not
participate in the threaded discussions. This includes any course in which you posted less
than 5 times in the entire semester.

Name: _______________________________________________________________________

1. Thinking about the courses you have taken at [this institution], in what course did you
LIKE the threaded discussions the MOST?

2. Thinking about the courses you have taken at [this institution], in what course did you
LIKE the threaded discussions the LEAST?

3. Thinking about the courses you have taken at [this institution], in what course did you
LEARN the MOST from the threaded discussions?

4. Thinking about the courses you have taken at [this institution], in what course did you
LEARN the LEAST from the threaded discussions?

5. Thinking about the courses you have taken at [this institution] in THE LAST 6
MONTHS, in what course did you PARTICIPATE the MOST?

APPENDIX E
DATA ANALYSIS PROCESS

Figure 5. Data analysis process.
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