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ABSTRACT 
This study focuses on the best practice of building community in the online classroom, with a specific interest in 
how this best practice can be achieved through discussion activities. In particular, we investigate the relationship 
between the structure of discussion board activities and the extent of community that is developed within 
discussion threads. We define the important elements of discussion board structure to include: (1) the prompt (2) 
expectations and guidelines, (3) incentives for participation, (4) instructor facilitation and guidance, and (5) tone 
of interactions. Then, through an analytical coding of discussion board threads, we explore this relationship 
between structure and community building in three undergraduate online economics courses. We find that the 
nature and extent of community building within discussion board activities is largely determined by their 
structure. Additionally, we investigate whether student perceptions of community correlate with differences in 
the structure of discussion board activities. Our findings suggest a positive relationship between the optimality of 
discussion board structure and student perceptions of community. We conclude with a discussion of practical 
strategies for community building through discussion activities in the online classroom. 
 
Introduction 
Online classrooms are increasingly being utilized by institutions of higher education in the United States 
(Ginder, Kelly-Reid, & Mann, 2017; Seaman, Allen, & Seaman, 2018). This rapid growth in the use of the 
online classroom has placed many capable, but inexperienced, instructors in a new and unfamiliar environment, 
since most are trained and experienced only in traditional instruction. While there are many similarities between 
the online and on-campus classroom, traditional teaching methods do not often map perfectly into the online 
classroom (Palloff & Pratt, 1999; Elison-Bowers, Henderson, Sand, & Osgood, 2010). The idiosyncrasies of 
online versus traditional instruction have generated a literature that outlines strategies of effective practice for 
online instructors (Haughton & Romero, 2009; Clark-Ibanez & Scott, 2008; Elison-Bowers, Henderson, Sand, 
& Osgood, 2010). These studies emphasize strategies of effective practice, or what some have called best 
practices, in areas such as course policies and expectations, time and assignment management, technological 
fluency, and community building. In this study, we are interested in the best practice of community building in 
the online classroom. 
 
Specifically, we investigate the extent and nature of community that is developed within discussion board 
activities in the undergraduate online classroom. Research suggests that discussion boards, when properly 
structured, can be instrumental in promoting community, deep learning, and learner satisfaction in an online 
setting (Kasl & Yorks, 2016; Block, Udermann, Felix, Reineke, & Murray, 2008; Clark-Ibanez & Scott, 2008; 
Bender, 2003; Misanchuk, Anderson, Craner, Eddy, & Smith, 2000). Given this knowledge, are discussion 
boards typically being structured in ways that achieve the desirable outcomes of community, deep learning, and 
learner satisfaction? Our study undertakes an analysis of the discussion board activities in six undergraduate, 
online economics classes offered by the Department of Economics at Colorado State University (CSU) – a 
department that has been experiencing rapid growth in its online enrollments over the past five years. We 
investigate three research questions at the intersection of discussion board activities and community building; 
(1) How are discussion board activities currently structured in these courses? (2) What is the nature and extent 
of community that is developed within discussion board activities in these courses? And (3) Do differences in 
discussion board structure and the associated characteristics of community correlate with student perceptions of 
community? Our ultimate aim is to provide instructors with practical knowledge and strategies that can be 
utilized to promote meaningful interaction and community building within discussion board activities. 
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Literature Review 
 
Defining Community 
We begin our literature review by defining what is meant by community. In the most fundamental sense, 
community is created when students are comfortable, feel welcome, and can connect with others. This 
conception of community is consistent with Brown’s (2001) foundational level of community, which is “making 
online acquaintances or friends.” Further, this foundational conception of community falls within the “social 
presence” element of Garrison, Anderson, and Archer’s (2000) community of inquiry and within Wenger’s 
(1998) “potential” and “coalescing” stages of community development. In a more advanced sense, we define 
community as a fully functioning community of learners (Cross, 1998), community of practice (Wenger, 1998), 
or community of inquiry (Garrison, Anderson, and Archer, 2000); this advanced conception of community 
builds upon the foundational conception of community. A community of learners requires that a group of 
students be “engaged in intellectual interaction” (Cross, 1998, pp. 4). These three elements (i.e. engagement, 
intellectuality, and interaction) can be mapped into the three key elements of a community of inquiry – teaching 
presence, cognitive presence, and social presence (Garrison, Anderson, and Archer, 2000). At this advanced 
level of community within the online classroom, students not only feel welcome, comfortable, and connected, 
but they are motivated and encouraged through guidance, they engage each other in rigorous discourse and 
dialogue, and they build camaraderie through participation in casual, or non-formal, social interactions (Brown, 
2001). 
 
The Importance of Community 
Building a sense of community in the online classroom is important for several reasons. According to the 
constructivist perspective, the creation of knowledge is a social phenomenon, and therefore learning is best 
achieved in community (Cross, 1998; Wenger, 1998). Essentially, knowledge is above all else, inter-subjective 
(i.e., existing between conscious minds) and therefore, its creation and transference requires interaction and 
connection between individuals. Community is also important due to its positive relationship with student 
experience. Building a sense of community through interaction promotes strong relationships between students 
and the instructor which creates a space where students want to be. This ultimately encourages a positive 
learning experience and reduces isolation – both of which are essential to student learning and persistence 
(Murdock &Williams, 2011; Ke & Hoadley, 2009; Chernish, Defranco, Dooley, & Linder, 2005; Richardson & 
Swan, 2003; Swan, 2002; Swan, Shea, Fredericksen, Pickett, Pelz,& Maher, 2000). Lastly, participation in a 
learning community is practical in preparing students in multiple facets of life beyond the classroom (Cross, 
1998; Shellenbarger, 2017). Students’ abilities to engage in discourse and dialogue and their abilities to 
effectively take part in teamwork and collaboration are practical skills that will enhance their social, civic and 
economic life. 
 
Building Community in the Online Classroom 
Promoting a sense of community in the online classroom is achieved through meaningful interactions resulting 
from shared interest, collaboration, and support. Online classrooms are often administered through a learning 
management system (LMS) that includes features such as discussion boards, chat rooms, group hangouts, and 
other resources. Yang and Cornelious (2005) argue that “email, listserv, threaded discussions, and chat rooms 
provide an efficient tool to build effective online community” (p. 9). However, additional portals (Gee, 2005) 
can be created for collaboration and the development of community between participants.  Learners often 
connect on social media, Google documents, wikis, etc. (McKenna, 2018); and engagement in, and creation of, 
these external portals strengthens online communities (Yang  & Cornelious, 2005). Other mediums, such as 
chat, promote meaningful interaction by allowing students additional ways to ask questions and connect with 
other students and the instructor. Discussion boards have the potential to initiate meaningful interaction within 
the LMS and can be used to assess student knowledge and build community simultaneously. 
 
Discussion Boards as a Tool for Building Community 
A number of studies suggest that discussion boards, when optimally structured, are a useful tool in promoting 
meaningful interaction and the development of community in the online classroom (Clark-Ibanez and Scott, 
2008; Misanchuk, Anderson, Craner, Eddy, and Smith, 2000; Brown, 2002, Palloff and Pratt, 2005; Hoey, 
2017). However, what does optimally structured mean in the context of discussion boards? Drawing on the 
literature referenced, we broadly define structure to include the following:  

(1) The discussion prompt. Is the prompt open-ended and thought-provoking, or straightforward and non-
thought-provoking? 

(2) Discussion board expectations and guidelines. These outline the what, when, and how of interactions 
within the discussion thread.  
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(3) Incentives for participation. Enhancing a student’s grade for robust, meaningful participation, for 
example. 

(4) Instructor in facilitation and guidance. This can be achieved through participation within the 
discussion thread, feedback outside of the thread, or both. 

(5) The tone of interactions. Do discussions maintain a causal, social tone that encourages participation 
from all students in the online classroom? 

These five elements guide our exploration of optimally structured discussions. 
  
Structure and Community Building in Discussion Board Activities 
The structural elements of a discussion board can be classified regarding their ability to promote or obstruct 
community building within these activities. In other words, we argue that given any discussion board activity, 
one can investigate the five elements of structure and determine which elements promote community building 
(i.e., are optimally structured) and (or) which elements obstruct community building (i.e. are sub-optimally 
structured). Table 1 describes this relationship. 

Table 1 – Structure and Community Building in Discussion Board Activities 

Element of Discussion Board 
Structure 

Relation to Community Building 

Sub-Optimal Optimal 

(1) Prompt 
Non-thought provoking, closed-
ended, and only one correct 
answer. 

Thought-provoking, open-
ended, and many correct 
answers. 

(2) Expectations and Guidelines 

No expectations and guidelines 
given. 
OR 
Expectations and guidelines are 
minimal or over-rigid with respect 
to interaction. 

Expectations and guidelines 
are provided. 
AND 
Expectations and guidelines 
promote interaction and are 
purposefully ambiguous. 

(3) Incentives for Participation 
No incentive for actively 
participating and initiating 
interactions. 

Active participation is 
encouraged through grade 
enhancement and/or 
encouragement. 

(4) Instructor Facilitation and 
Guidance 

Instructor guidance is completely 
absent from discussion. 
OR 
 Instructor presence is 
overwhelming and hinders 
student-to-student interaction. 

Instructor guides the discussion 
by instigating interactions 
between students, keeping the 
discussion on topic, and 
emphasizing main themes. 

(5) Tone of Interactions 

Discussions are too informal 
resulting in a less rigorous and 
stimulating discussion.  
OR 
Discussions are too formal 
resulting in the alienation of some 
students. 

Discussions are casual yet 
stimulating, resulting in a 
discussion that is engaging and 
accessible to all students. 

 
Different elements of structure are clearly interconnected. For example, the expectations and guidelines may 
enhance or diminish an instructor’s ability to incentivize active participation, especially when expectations for 
interaction are rigid, or over defined. Additionally, if an instructor participates in a discussion using a 
conversational tone, students may mimic this behavior and, consequently, the discussion would encourage 
informal, meaningful interaction. These examples show how the different elements of structure can work 
together to build community within online discussion board activities. 
 
Methods 
In order to answer our research questions, we collected data and conducted analysis regarding the structure of 
discussion board activities, the nature and extent of community within discussion threads, and student 
perceptions of community (Table 2). 
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Table 2 – Research Questions and Strategies 

Research Question Research Strategy 

 Data Collected Methods of Analysis 

(1) How are discussion boards 
currently structured in these 
courses? 

Discussion board threads Coding of discussion 
board threads  

(2) What is the nature and extent of 
community that is developed 
within these discussion 
interactions in these courses? 

Discussion board threads 

 
Coding of discussion 
board threads  
 

(3) Do differences in discussion 
board structure and the 
associated characteristics of 
community correlate with student 
perceptions of community? 

Discussion board threads 
 
Research Survey – 
Community Module (5, 6, 
18. 19) 

 
 
Coding of discussion 
board threads 
 
Descriptive Statistics 
 
OLS regression 
 
 
 

 
 
Settings and Participants 
Participants in this study were enrolled in six undergraduate online economics classes [Principles of 
Microeconomics (PM), Intermediate Microeconomics (IM), and History of Economic Thought (HET)] each 
taught consecutively for two semesters (Fall 17 and Spring 18) at CSU. PM is an introductory applied 
economics course, is part of the university core curriculum, and is typically the first economics course that 
students take at CSU. IM is an upper-division theoretical economics course, is required for undergraduate 
degree completion in economics, and is typically taken in a student’s third year. HET is an upper-division 
elective course, it satisfies the “Political Economy” requirement for majors, and is typically taken in a student’s 
third or fourth year.  
 
Discussion boards are in all online economics courses to facilitate student-to-student interaction and to build 
community. All three courses are administered through the LMS Canvas which includes a discussion board tool. 
Information regarding enrollment sizes and the utilization of discussion boards in each course can be found in 
Table 3. 

 
Table 3 – Course Enrollments and the Utilization Discussion Board Activities 

Course Semester 
Enrollment 
Numbers (End of 
Semester Census) 

Number of 
Consenting 
Students 

Number of Discussion 
Board Activities 

PM Fall 2017 33 21 10 
Spring 2018 37 31 10 

IM Fall 2017 29 23 4 + Introductory Post 
Spring 2018 34 21 4 + Introductory Post 

HET Fall 2017 13 11 15 + Introductory Post 
Spring 2018 15 14 15 + Introductory Post 
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Data Collection 
Discussion threads. For each course, one discussion thread from the first half and one discussion from the 
second half of the semester was analyzed (i.e., 6 per semester, 12 total). Due to differences in course schedules 
and to limit the influence of selection bias, a random number generator was used to select discussion threads 
from each course independently. To maintain the anonymity of the participants during the analysis, each 
semester every student was given a random identification number that differed between the two threads and 
names were removed from the content of each individual post, if necessary. 
 
Survey. Students had the opportunity to complete a voluntary research survey, administered through Qualtrics, 
in two rounds—once early in the semester and once late in the semester. 
 
This survey included a variety of questions and prompts related to demographics, self-regulated learning, and 
community, among others. For the purposes of this study, the four prompts that made up the community module 
were most salient (Table 4). Using a Likert scale, students responded to theses prompts by selecting a level of 
agreement ranging from strongly disagree (0) to strongly agree (10).  

 

Table 4 – Community Module Prompts from Research Survey 

P1 I learn best when I feel connected to other students. 

P2 I learn best when I feel connected to the instructor. 

P3 My learning is improved when I can connect with classmates through 
discussions or other ways. 

P4 I do better in class when I know something personal about my 
instructor and fellow classmates (such as hobbies or pets). 

  
Of the 161 students enrolled, 57 students completed one of the surveys (either early or late in the semester) and 
59 students completed both surveys (early and late) for a total of 175 completed surveys. 

 
Data Analysis 
Coding of Discussion threads. Our coding analysis allowed us to measure the nature and extent of community 
that was developed in discussion board activities across the three courses of interest. The coding rubric that 
follows measures the presence of community within discussion board activities through its ability to measure 
both the quantity and quality of interactions taking place within discussion threads, a link that is clearly outlined 
in the work of Rovai (2002) and Swan (2002). The coding of discussion threads occurred in three stages; 
preliminary calibration, intermediate calibration, and final coding. The primary purpose of the first and second 
stages of coding were to calibrate both coders and the coding rubric to strengthen the reliability and validity of 
the exercise. All three stages of coding were performed by two coders to further ensure the legitimacy of the 
analysis. The final stage of the coding exercise produced the findings that will be discussed in our findings and 
discussion section. 
 
The coding rubric. The rubric that was used to code discussion postings is given in Figure 1. Each row of the 
rubric represents a single post made to a discussion thread. The rubric columns represent important features of 
the thread that were used to characterize the development of community. To better understand these features, 
more detail is provided for each 
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Figure 1 – Coding Rubric 

 
 
Administrative and Message Poster. The administrative numbers identify the study participant and discussion 
thread that the particular post is a part of. Under the feature “Message Poster”, each post is coded as being made 
by a student or the instructor. 
 
Audience. This feature identifies the intended audience of each individual post. It is often the case that all 
discussion posts can be seen by everyone participating in the thread, and in that sense all posts have a collective 
audience. However, it could be determined that some posts are made generally to the group and others are made 
specifically in response to another student or the instructor. 
 
Communication. This feature identifies the nature of a post with respect to its level of communication as either 
an original post, a response, ore a subsequent response (i.e., a response to a response). This analysis does not 
focus on identifying who interacts with who, as might be done in a social networking analysis. Instead, this 
analysis focuses on interaction and documenting the distribution of posts according to their place within the 
discussion.  
 
Content. This feature was non-mutually exclusive and identifies the content characteristics of each discussion 
posting. When a post included a reference to an article, a link to a website, a graphic, etc. the post was coded as 
containing a “Resource”. Discussion posts that contained “Social/Personal” content must have contained 
unsolicited personal information or social content. Instructors often ask for students to answer a discussion 
prompt using a personal example, however, unsolicited personal content describes a social aspect of community 
that is different from similar required content. If a post contained a question, either directed to another 
participant in the discussion or posed generally, the post was coded as containing a “Question”. A post was 
coded as “Answer” if the nature of the post was an answer to a question or, in most cases, an answer to the 
discussion prompt. Responses and subsequent responses were coded as having “Answer” content if they made a 
content related contribution to the discussion. A “Resource” can be differentiated from a “Reference” in that a 
post which contained a resource provided access to the information within the post, whereas a reference 
provided information without also providing what was needed for another participant to access that information 
themselves. This distinction mostly applied to posts containing an “External Reference”—information external 
to the discussion thread itself. Lastly, a post was coded as containing an “Internal Reference” if there was a 
reference to an earlier post made by another student or the instructor. 

 
Tone. This feature attempts to determine the affective nature of discussion postings. Determining the “Tone” of 
a discussion post can be complicated. To simplify the analysis, three non-mutually exclusive subcategories were 
included: professional, personable/casual, and inappropriate. The category “Professional” was used as the 
default tone. Discussion posts were coded as “Inappropriate” if they were explicitly hurtful or divisive and the 
existence of these posts would have a negative impact on the development of community in the online 
classroom. Postings were coded as having a “Personable/Casual” tone if the message poster was informal, 
friendly, and/or outgoing when posting. For instance, one student wrote “I don't really dig doing dishes…” in a 
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post and another student included directions for building a bee hive followed by a smiley face in their post. 
These are both examples of posts that were coded as having a “Personable/Casual” tone. 

 
Other. Lastly, examples were retained for reference in the “Example” section of the rubric and the discussion 
prompt was also included. 
 
Survey. We examined student responses to the community module prompts from the research survey by 
computing descriptive statistics to observe differences in student responses across courses. To test if these 
differences are significant, we employ simple Ordinary Least Squares (OLS) regression. Our regression analysis 
also measures the extent to which student survey responses changed over the two survey rounds. 
 
Given differences in course content, demographics, and structure, we might expect mean responses to vary 
significantly across courses. Further, differences in course structure, including differences in the structuring of 
discussion board activities, may produce variation over time—between the first and second rounds of the 
survey—as students were able to interact and connect to each other and the instructor throughout the semester. 
We tested for significant differences in mean responses across courses and over time by estimating versions of 
the following equation, 
 

 
 
for each of the four prompts. Here, student ’s agreement ( ) with prompt  in round  is conditional on the 
course that the student is enrolled in and the round that the survey was completed. The variables  and  
are course dummy variables that allow for differences in mean responses across courses, while the variable  is 
a survey round dummy variable that allows for differences in mean responses over the semester. The interaction 
between the course and survey round dummy variables (  and  allows for temporal 
differences in mean responses that are specific to each course. Also note that PM is the reference course and 
Round 1 is the reference survey round. Table 5 shows how to obtain the estimated mean responses to prompt  
for different course-round combinations. 
 

Table 5 – Calculating Differences in Means 
  Survey Round 
  Round 1 Round 2 

Course 

Principles of 
Microeconomics   
Intermediate 
Microeconomics   
History of 
Economic Thought   

 
Findings and Discussion 
We present our findings in two parts. First, we discuss the findings given by the coding of the discussion threads 
followed by a presentation of the survey findings. These findings are combined and general conclusions are 
drawn in the final section of the paper. 
 
Discussion Threads 
There were differences in the expectations and guidelines of discussion board activities in each course. PM and 
IM discussion board expectations and guidelines are very similar in that students were expected to make only 
one original post and no responses were explicitly required. In particular, in PM interaction with other students 
was “optional” and in IM students were “encouraged” to respond to other students’ posts but were “not required 
to.” In HET, students were expected to make three posts. First, they were asked to make an original post in 
response to the prompt. Then, after the instructor had responded to every student’s original post, students were 
expected to make a subsequent response to the instructor’s response and then also respond to another student.  
 
Alternatively, the discussion prompts were similar in all three courses in that they were open-ended, thought-
provoking questions for which there was more than one correct response. This element of discussion board 
structure (Element 1) was considered to be optimally structured in each of the three courses and contributed to 
the development of community within these activities. 

The Online Journal of Distance Education and e-Learning, July 2019 Volume 7, Issue 3

www.tojdel.net Copyright © The Online Journal of Distance Education and e-Learning 191



Table 6 displays the results of the coding analysis by course and the timing of the discussion (i.e., early (1) 
versus late (2) in the semester). No posts were coded as “Inappropriate”, so we exclude this portion of the 
coding rubric from the table. 
 

Table 6 – The Distribution of Discussion Posts within the Coding Rubric 
 

  Message Poster Audience Communication 
Course/ 
Discussion 

Number 
of Posts Student Instructor Instructor Individual 

Student Collective Original Response Subsequent 
Response 

PM DT1 57 100.0% 0.0% 0.0% 10.5% 89.5% 89.5% 10.5% 0.0% 
PM DT2 48 100.0% 0.0% 0.0% 0.0% 100.0% 100.0% 0.0% 0.0% 

IM DT1 52 100.0% 0.0% 0.0% 25.0% 76.9% 76.9% 17.3% 7.7% 
IM DT2 47 100.0% 0.0% 0.0% 18.8% 81.3% 79.2% 20.8% 0.0% 

HET DT1* 65 100.0% 0.0% 30.3% 34.8% 36.4% 34.8% 30.3% 34.8% 
HET DT2* 55 100.0% 0.0% 34.5% 30.9% 38.2% 36.4% 23.6% 40.0% 

HET DT1 88 72.5% 27.5% 22.0% 52.7% 26.4% 25.3% 48.4% 26.4% 
HET DT2 75 71.4% 28.6% 24.7% 50.6% 27.3% 26.0% 44.2% 29.9% 

 

  Content  Tone 
Course/ 
Discussion 

Number 
of Posts Resources Social/ 

Personal Question Answer Internal 
Reference  

External 
Reference 

Personable/ 
Casual Professional 

PM DT1 57 3.5% 26.3% 0.0% 98.2% 3.5% 1.8% 17.5% 98.2% 
PM DT2 48 4.2% 12.5% 0.0% 100.0% 0.0% 0.0% 10.4% 100.0% 

IM DT1 52 3.8% 25.0% 3.8% 96.2% 3.8% 0.0% 23.1% 100.0% 
IM DT2 47 4.2% 8.3% 4.2% 97.9% 6.3% 4.2% 10.4% 100.0% 

HET DT1* 65 3.0% 3.0% 6.1% 95.5% 0.0% 0.0% 4.5% 100.0% 
HET DT2* 55 1.8% 1.8% 9.1% 94.5% 5.5% 3.6% 3.6% 100.0% 

HET DT1 88 5.5% 2.2% 30.8% 81.3% 2.2% 1.1% 4.4% 100.0% 
HET DT2 75 1.3% 1.3% 35.1% 72.7% 3.9% 2.6% 2.6% 100.0% 
* Instructor participation not included.  

 
The first take away from Table 6 is the absence of instructor presence within discussions in PM and IM as 
shown in the “Message Poster” columns. In these courses, instructor engagement did not occur within the 
discussion thread except for creating the initial discussion prompt. On the other hand, the instructor of HET 
heavily participated in discussion boards, responding to the initial post of every participating student. This 
finding led us to separate the HET data into two sets. The first set of HET rows, denoted with an asterisk, 
excludes any response made by the instructor and the second set of HET rows includes all posts and responses 
made in the thread. This separation allows us to compare the content of student posts in HET to the content of 
student posts in PM and IM. The role of the instructor in motivating and guiding discussion board interaction is 
a key component of discussion board structure (Element 4) that contributes to a high level of community. 
However, we conclude that PM and IM are sub-optimally structured in this respect due to a lack of instructor 
presence, while HET is also considered to be sub-optimally structured due substantial instructor presence that 
seemed to crowd out meaningful student-to-student interaction. 
 
The second take away from Table 6 is that students in PM and IM engaged in meaningful interaction early in the 
course but this diminished as the semester progressed, suggesting a decrease in the level of community. This can 
be seen in the amount of posts that are coded as having an “Individual Student” audience, which falls from 10.5 
to 0 percent in PM and 25 to 18.8 percent in IM over the course of a semester. Additionally, the percentage of 
posts having “Social/Personal” content fell by more than half and the percentage of posts that were coded as 
having a “Personable/Casual” tone also decreased by half. When students casually respond to another student 
who is sharing social and/or personal content, this corresponds to a higher level of community and it is troubling 
to find this diminished over the semester. We see this finding as having two structural sources. First, discussion 
board expectations and guidelines (Element 2) in these courses (PM and IM) were structured sub-optimally 
since they did not require student-to-student interaction. Second, this decrease suggests that students may not 
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have been rewarded for active participation early in the semester (Element 3). Therefore, this finding suggests 
that these discussion activities were structured sub-optimally. This contrasts to HET where meaningful 
interaction was maintained throughout the semester. 
 
Third, discussion posts by students in HET were much more diverse than discussion posts in PM and IM. In 
particular, the “Audience” columns of Table 6 show that student discussion postings in HET are roughly evenly 
distributed between “Instructor” (30-35 percent), “Individual Student” (30-35 percent), and “Collective” (36-39 
percent). When instructor posts are included, about half of the discussion posts are directed towards individual 
students, a quarter of posts are general responses to the prompt, and the remaining posts are directed at the 
instructor. However, once the discussion board expectations and guidelines are taken into consideration, the 
systematic distribution of audience makes student participation seem more perfunctory than diverse. This notion 
of perfunctory participation is further explored in Table 7.  
 
Table 7 documents the extent to which students meet the expectations and guidelines of discussion board 
activities. The only course where participating students didn’t fully meet the expectations was in HET, where 
students were expected to make at least three posts in each discussion thread. In PM and IM, all participating 
students met the baseline expectation by merely making a single post—this is why the number of participating 
students and the number of expected posts is equal. Additionally, just because the number of realized posts 
exceeded the number of expected posts, does not necessarily mean that students are making more posts in one 
course compared to another. In fact, the student who did the least in HET, making one out of the three expected 
posts, made just as many posts as the student who fully met expectations in PM and IM. 

 
Table 7 – Meeting Expectations in Discussion Boards 

Discussion Thread Students Expected 
Posts 

Realized 
Posts 

Realized/
Expected 
Ratio 

Non-
Expected 
Posts 

Students 
Contributing 
to Non-
Expected Posts 

Students Not 
Meeting 
Minimum 
Expectations 

PM – DT1 – FALL  21 21 24 1.14 3 2 0 
PM – DT2 – FALL 19 19 19 1.00 0 0 0 
PM – DT1 – SPRING  30 30 33 1.10 3 3 0 
PM – DT2 – SPRING 29 29 29 1.00 0 0 0 
IM – DT1 – FALL  20 20 27 1.35 7 6 0 
IM – DT2 – FALL 21 21 24 1.14 3 2 0 
IM – DT1 – SPRING  19 19 25 1.32 6 4 0 
IM – DT2 – SPRING 17 17 23 1.35 6 4 0 
HET – DT1 – FALL  9 27 25 0.93 0 0 2 
HET – DT2 – FALL 9 27 22 0.81 0 0 4 
HET – DT1 – SPRING  14 42 40 0.95 3 3 3 
HET – DT2 – SPRING 11 33 33 1.00 1 1 1 

All 219 305 324 1.06 32 25 10 
 
The fourth column of Table 7 displays what we call the realized/expected ratio, which is the number of realized 
posts divided by the number of expected posts and a ratio close to one suggests students did exactly what was 
required by the expectations and guidelines. IM exhibits the highest realized/expected ratios out of the three 
courses with an average of 1.29 across the four discussion threads we analyzed. After looking at the data more 
closely, however, we found these results to be a bit misleading. For instance, of the 22 “non-expected” posts 
found in the IM discussion threads, 14 were unacknowledged student responses (i.e., students attempting to 
interact with other students without success). Put another way, only 8 of the 22 “non-expected”  discussion posts 
in IM were contributing to ongoing student interaction. HET displays the lowest realized/expected ratios with an 
average of 0.92. These realized/expected ratios that are less than one can be attributed to students who failed to 
make one, or two, of the three expected posts. The second to last column of the table shows that there were only 
a handful of participating students (11 percent in total) that contributed to non-required discussion participation. 
Additionally, only 4.6 percent of participating students (all in HET) failed to meet the minimum expectations of 
the discussion board activities. The last row of Table 7 shows that, on average, students are extremely good at 
meeting expectations. The total number of expected posts was 305 and the total number of realized posts was 
324 (including the 32 non-expected posts) for a realized expected ratio of 1.06. So, while discussion board 
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expectations and guidelines in HET were structured much differently than those in PM and IM, Table 7 suggests 
that each set of expectations and guidelines elicited perfunctory student participation in discussions. Therefore, 
we conclude that expectations and guidelines (Element 3) were sub-optimally structured in each course since 
they seemed to limit the extent of meaningful interaction and, therefore, community development.  
 
Lastly, we characterize student-to-student interactions in HET discussion boards as significantly contributing to 
the cognitive presence of community, while the few student-to-student interactions that occurred in PM and IM 
can be characterized as contributing to the social presence of community. This is evidenced by the number of 
discussion postings in HET that contained “Social/Personal” content and had a “Personable/Casual” tone, 
relative to discussion postings in PM and IM (Table 6). We found this phenomenon to be linked to differences 
in instructor presence and guidance (Element 4), which then had an impact on the tone of interactions (Element 
5). Instructor presence and guidance in HET was overwhelming and, consequently, this limited the amount of 
student-to-student interaction that occurred in discussions. Additionally, the overwhelming presence of the 
instructor caused interactions to be less social and more formal in content and tone. On the other hand, the 
absence of instructor presence in PM and IM led to a small number, or absence, of interaction—which at times 
were off topic. Therefore, instructor facilitation and guidance (Element 4) and the tone of interactions (Element 
5) were sub-optimally structured in each course leading to lower levels of community development.  
 
Survey 
Table 8 displays the descriptive statistics of student responses to the prompts given as part of the community 
module of the research survey and Table 9 displays the OLS estimation results. There are five findings we will 
emphasize.  
 
First, students don’t realize the importance of connecting with other students when it comes to improving their 
learning outcomes because they fail to internalize the important relationship between community and learning. 
For instance, students are indifferent to the prompt “I learn best when I feel connected to other students” (P1)—
the mean response across all courses was 5.24 (Table 8). Additionally, the estimation results in the first column 
of Table 9 suggest that students in History of Economic Thought (HET) respond more positively to this 
prompt—6.34 compared to 5.14—though this response is still closer to indifference than strong agreement. 
Similarly, students neither agree nor disagree with the prompt “My learning is improved when I can connect 
with classmates through discussions or other ways” (P3)—the mean response being roughly 5 (Table 8)—and 
column three of Table 9 shows that there are no significant differences in means across courses. 
 

Table 8 –  Community Survey Descriptive Statistics 
(Both semesters included) 

Course Round  P1 P2 P3 P4 

All 
 Mean 5.24 7.57 4.98 4.37 
All SD (2.72) (2.01) (2.74) (3.03) 
 N 174 175 174 174 
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Table 9 – Testing for Significant Differences in Means, by 
Course and Round 

  P1 P2 P3 P4 

IM -0.29 0.24 -0.46 -0.29 

 (0.61) (0.45) (0.65) (0.69) 
HET 1.20* 0.68 0.79 2.06*** 

 (0.71) (0.48) (0.70) (0.76) 
Round 0.06 -0.27 0.05 -0.20 

 (0.57) (0.45) (0.52) (0.62) 
IM x Round -0.12 -0.50 -0.20 0.66 

 (0.72) (0.59) (0.70) (0.82) 
HET x Round -0.32 0.44 -0.69 -1.67 

 (0.95) (0.66) (0.95) (1.09) 
Constant 5.14*** 7.5*** 5.07*** 4.16*** 

 (0.39) (0.31) (0.42) (0.45) 
N 175 175 174 174 
Individuals 116 116 115 115 

Standard errors in parentheses. * p < 0.10, ** p < 0.05, and *** p 
< 0.01. N is the number of survey responses answered and 
Individuals is the number of distinct students who generated these 
survey responses—the latter is important for the calculation of 
“clustered” standard errors in a panel data setting. 

 
Second, students do realize the importance of creating a connection with their instructor. The average student in 
each of the three courses we observed agreed with the statement “I learn best when I feel connected to the 
instructor” (P2), which can be seen in column P2 of Tables 8 and 9. Third, the survey results indicate that 
students in HET agree to a greater extent with prompts concerning community in the online classroom which 
means that these students, ever so slightly, were more likely to recognize the overall importance of community. 
In all columns of Table 9, the estimated coefficient associated with the course variable HET is positive and this 
positive difference is statistically significant for two of the four prompts (P1 and P4). Although this finding may 
be a result of a number of factors including student demographics, it might also be a function of the structure of 
discussion board interactions in HET, where there were clear expectations of engagement with peers.  
 
Fourth, the round of the survey seemed to have no impact on student responses to prompts concerning 
community in the online classroom. Table 9 shows that the differences in mean responses across rounds are 
statistically indistinguishable from chance. In other words, student perceptions of community didn’t change over 
the course of the semester. Lastly, students were given the opportunity to write comments at the end of each 
survey. We have provided three comments as examples to further explore the student’s perception of 
community and these comments support earlier findings that students do not recognize the importance of 
community to improve learning and how discussion board activities can promote community. 

1. “Yeah I don't find any real point to having discussion posts…” (PM) 
 

2. “[T]alking to classmates when it is necessary or having a way to if needed helps but being forced to 
through discussion posts does not. When forced no one really cares what responses are or what they are 
responding [to] they just do it for points.” (PM)  

 
3. “It would be nice to have small, randomized groups to get to know better so that we feel like we have 

friends in the class.” (IM) 
 
The first comment is unhelpfully telling. Our coding analysis, for PM and IM specifically, suggests that there is 
little, if any, student-to-student interaction taking place within discussion boards. Moreover, the survey results 
indicate that students, on average, view discussion board activities as merely another tool to test their 
knowledge, not a way to connect with other students. Given that students seem to hold this belief on average, it 
is easy to see why this student doesn’t “find any real point in having discussion posts.”  
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The second student eludes to the point we made earlier, which was the prevalence of unacknowledged response 
within the discussion threads we studied. This student seems frustrated by the fact that “no one really cares what 
responses are or what they are responding [to] they just do it for points.” It seems that this student experienced 
what we found in our analysis—students trying to initiate interaction but failing (Table 7)—and the student 
suggests that this is due to students being “forced” to participate. We have already discussed the importance of 
requiring students to participate in discussions, however, forcing students to participate while making interaction 
with their peers “optional” could be classified as sub-optimal structuring. 
 
The last student suggests that discussions should be organized in “small, randomized groups” and they make an 
explicit connection between how discussion boards are structured and making friends in the class. Our analysis 
of the survey responses suggested that, on average, students don’t see discussions as a place where they can 
connect with other students and improve their learning. Interestingly, this student seems to think that discussion 
boards, when optimally structured, do have the ability to facilitate connections between students and build 
community. We think so too. 
 
Conclusions and Implications 
 Our research contributes to a literature that outlines strategies of effective practice when using discussion board 
activities as a tool for community building in the online classroom. We combine the previously existing 
literature and broadly define the important elements of discussion board structure to include: (1) the prompt, (2) 
expectations and guidelines, (3) incentives for participation, (4) instructor facilitation and guidance, and (5) the 
tone of interactions. We then explored the relationship between discussion board structure and community 
development in three undergraduate, online economics courses through an analysis of discussion threads and an 
investigation of survey responses related to student perceptions of community. To reiterate, our research 
questions were; (1) How are discussion board activities currently structured in these courses? (2) What is the 
nature and extent of community that is developed within discussion board activities in these courses? And (3) do 
differences in discussion board structure and the associated characteristics of community correlate with student 
perceptions of community? 
 
Our findings suggest that community development was lowest in two online courses (PM and IM) due to 
expectations and guidelines that failed to emphasize interaction, a lack of incentives for active participation, and 
the complete absence of instructor guidance within discussions. These discussion board elements were sub-
optimally structured leading to low levels of community building. Community was more developed in the one 
online course (HET) due to the presence of more interaction generally. However, we conclude that expectations 
and guidelines were over-rigid in defining when and how interactions should take place. Additionally, instructor 
facilitation and guidance was overwhelming, limiting the amount of social student-to-student interactions and, 
as a result, the tone of interactions in this course were very formal. Again, these discussion board elements were 
sub-optimally structured leading to lower levels of community development. Overall, we found that the various 
elements of discussion board structure were important in determining the presence and development of 
community within discussion threads. 
 
Our investigation of student perceptions of community in the online classroom showed that, on average, 
students don’t realize the importance of connecting with other students when it comes to improving their 
learning outcomes. And not only do students fail to realize the benefits of community, but students also fail to 
realize that discussions are a place where the positive effects of community building—deep learning and learner 
satisfaction—can be realized. Student responses to the survey also indicate that students in HET, the course with 
highest amount of interaction within discussion threads, seemed more likely to agree with survey prompts about 
the importance of community, on average, though we are not inclined to make any causal inference. 
 
We see our research as generating three practical implications. First, the structure of discussion board activities 
is important for the development of community both within discussion threads and in the online classroom 
generally. Students appreciate clearly defined expectations when it comes to assignments, however, discussion 
board expectations and guidelines that fail to emphasize interaction or are over-rigid seemed to limit the extent 
of meaningful interaction and community development in online discussion boards. Such expectations and 
guidelines can also limit the extent to which instructors can incentivize active participation, further limiting the 
development of community in online discussions. To improve community development within discussion board 
activities, expectations and guidelines should be less well-defined and greater emphasis should be placed on 
student-to-student interaction with instructor guidance. This implication does not rule out the use of discussion 
board rubrics—which can improve grading consistency and reduce student anxieties (McKinney, 2018)—but 
instead it suggests that such rubrics should contain a certain level of ambiguity and place extra emphasis on 
informal, meaningful interaction, to discourage the perfunctory participation that can limit community 
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development. Instructors should also consider their participation within discussion threads. Providing guidance, 
motivation, and example posts within discussion threads can encourage advanced community development at 
every level—i.e. instructor presence, cognitive presence, social presence. However, too much participation on 
the part of the instructor can limit meaningful student-to-student interactions which could discourage 
community building between students. 
 
The second implication is the need for instructors to create an online community expectation throughout the 
course. We touched on this earlier when we suggested that student-to-student interaction should be emphasized 
in discussion board expectations and guidelines. However, the development of community should be 
emphasized throughout the course. Creating a community of practice should be identified as an objective of the 
course and how to establish this community should be articulated. Students often appreciate understanding 
pedagogical decisions made by the instructor. Having the foundational knowledge of why community 
development is important in the online classroom will also encourage students to capitalize on community 
building opportunities when presented with them. 
 
This leads us to our last implication, which is that instructors should inform students of the objective of 
community building through discussion and collaborative efforts. In this study, students valued community 
when they experienced it, but they didn’t realize how it was built or what it entailed. Given that an online 
community expectation has been created, instructors can inform students that discussion boards can be used as a 
tool to collaborate, build community, and improve learning. Primed with the goal of community development in 
addition to assessment, students may be more likely to interact and connect with each other in meaningful ways 
as opposed to the standard perfunctory participation that is often observed in discussion board activities. In fact, 
multiple studies of discussion board activities have found that “understanding the purpose of the discussion” 
promotes higher levels of interactions. (Zhou, 2015) 
 
In the end, community building in the online classroom is about creating positive outcomes for students. 
Building community in the online classroom accommodates the formation of collective knowledge, encourages 
student learning and persistence, and prepares students for social, civic and economic life. Our findings and 
implications specifically stress the importance of discussion board structure as a way to support the development 
of community within discussion board activities. Ultimately, however, our study contributes to a larger literature 
that is broadly focused on providing online instructors with information and tools to improve student outcomes. 
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