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Abstract

Bandura’s work on Social Cognitive Theory (198689p offers a number of concepts
which resonate with the experience of learning min@ discussion boards. His triadic
reciprocal determinism model of interactions betwesn individual’'s thinking and
emotional state, their behaviour and their envirenthgrew from his earlier work in child
development psychology. He argued that we aremtrabof our actions to a greater extent

than many current Higher Education learners maggeise.

Our experience of students’ use of discussion l®ardvirtual Learning Environments
(VLEs) has led to frequent frustration with the dewvof interaction and meaning
construction, producing instead opportunities fmdien individual learning (Kanuka and
Anderson 1998) but less evidence of academic debatewe would like. Yet the unique
archiving potential of developing thought and idessl the potential plasticity of the
online discussion to accommodate varied learnirgegies (Greener 2007) spur us on as
teachers to strive for better ways to motivate emglage learners in this activity. As teacrs
we have some years’ experience of moderating ordiseussion at different academic
levels for undergraduate and postgraduate stud&és.recognise opportunities from
Bandura’'s work on modelling, self-efficacy and sdillection to explore these issues from

an HE teacher’s perspective, from inside the egpegs of asynchronous discussion.

This paper will explore what Bandura has to offeliree teachers on these issues through
the use of a series of structured reflections, ptorg us to make sense of them and
construct further opportunities to learn (Moon 2Qidye 38). The reflective approaches
used allow the authors to explore personal anclard mindsets, (Jacobs 2005;
Sergiovanni 1986), frames (Bolman and Deal 1997¢tiect on the wider context, and a

repertory grid approach (Pedler, Burgoyne et 84) %o propose further research.

Keywords: asynchronous conferencing, social cognitive the@fection
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1. Introduction

Bandura identifies “self-reflection” as a uniqudélyman ability, making it a vital part of
his Social Cognitive Theory (SCT) (1986); he saasita way in which people could think,
learn and take control of their own actions. At tinge, this was part of his reaction against
the constraints of prevailing behaviourist theqnelich suggested that individuals were at
the mercy of external stimuli and deep-seated imhieres. Today in Higher Education
(HE), we use reflection as an essential learniofj #ncouraging students to review what
they are taught, what they read and what they l'|am experience, to develop their own
constructions of this knowledge. What better tdkoen, for HE teachers to use, in order to
explore the relevance of SCT to asynchronous ontilseussion in a virtual learning

environment (VLE).

In this paper we set out our understanding of $deagnitive Theory in relation to the

concept of online discussion boards in a VLE. Wdima the practical experience of
discussion boards as an experiential base forctafte We then explain the systematic
reflective techniques used to explore online disiamsin relation to Bandura’s view of

social cognition and learning. Finally we summartbe findings of our systematic

reflections, drawing out key ideas for further @sé.

2. Social cognitive theory

Bandura’s Social Cognitive Theory considers the growf human agency in life’s

achievements, beliefs and outcomes (1986). In miagoreciprocal determinism among
personal emotional and cognitive factors, actualab®ur and the environment in which
this happens, he describes a complex feedback mieamaWhat people believe about
their capabilities, what they see other people echg around them, (and how they
identify with those people), how they assess pranformance of tasks, their estimation of
the skills and knowledge they possess, and the aomtynin which tasks are to be

achieved, all these factors will interact. The outes affect choices of what will be
undertaken, how people feel about approaching dkk, tand how much effort they are

likely to put into it.
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"People’s level of motivation, affective stateg] antions are based more on what they
believe than on what is objectively true."
(Bandura 1997 p2)

The concept of self-efficacy, the extent to whichidividual believes s/he is capable of
an action, and its role in self-regulatory stragsgiis increasingly discussed in relation to
learning in formal education and in particular oslilearning, away from the teacher’s
physical presence and a situation requiring mor@reumy on the part of the learner
(Artino and Stephens 2006).

SCT clearly emphasizes the social impact of othbediaviour for vicarious learning,
showing that attention given to others’ behaviauaffected by the observer’s perceptions
of similarities or differences between the obseed the actor (e.g. gender, age, status,
attractiveness etc). If attention is achieved, ttiserved behaviour is retained in memory
by the observer’s ability to symbolize, making sen§the action and relating this to their
own relationship to the action (e.g. past expereac skills and knowledge required).
Reproduction of this behaviour is compared with te@ined memory of that observed
behaviour. Whether the modeled behaviour is repredwvill be mediated by incentives
(or disincentives) from the external environmembnf the actor, the individual’'s self-
efficacy beliefs or other influences in that enmmment, as well as the individual's
emotional and physiological state.

Why should this theory be useful in an understagaihonline discussion for learning?
The social dynamics of an online discussion bolardw the individual into visible focus
in their group relationships. The learner has amton to interact or not, although there
may be academic incentives for this, through assess structured tasks and a level of
enthusiasm for the subject of discussion. The thewy help us to understand a complex
interaction, involving vicarious learning, in whickelf-efficacy may affect behaviour in the

discussion board.
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3. The online discussion board — a context for reflein

“...itis only through active intervention of a teachhat a powerful communications tool
such as collaborative computer conferencing, opeaative learning becomes a useful
instructional and learning resource.”

(Anderson, Rourke et al. 2001 p5).

This study is based on Greener’'s experience ofgudiscussion boards in a UK Higher
Education Institution (HEI) for final year underduaate and postgraduate learning. The
VLE used was Blackboard™, which allows multiple radyronous threaded discussion
boards to be created within module and course aféesnine boards, on which this study
will focus, were created and moderated over a ddrimm one to five years, including two
moderated at course level, as a meeting placeeofdindifferent cohorts on a part-time
postgraduate degree, the rest all relating to pemurse modules. Size of groups using
the boards ranged from 6 to 40 students and maesivied part-time students. Some
boards complemented classroom sessions, others designed in blended mode to

alternate with classroom sessions, supported leguieading and online materials.

The discussion boards were created and moderatedifferent purposes, for example:
sharing critical analysis of literature, sharingfpssional experience and discussing this in
relation to theory, communication amongst studentslifferent cohorts as a network for
sharing ideas, best practice, and professional namsd to encourage learning around
module assessment. All boards were introduced aoderated with the intention of

promoting learning, rather than as social spaces.

Discussion boards have been used for learningeratian administrative or social

purposes, because they allow the teacher to teillearner development (Ryan, Freeman
et al. 2000) adding value to the experience ofdassroom. While we acknowledge the
resource arguments for increased online activity, have sought extra pedagogic value
from these tools, not just replacement of faceatmefactivity. Increasingly, asynchronous

discussion boards are becoming one of many tomieugh which learners and teachers
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can interact, some of which (e.g. wikis and blogg) offer much more control to students
over their learning. However our practical expeceis that we have not yet plumbed the
depths of what simple threaded message boardsthaer the learner and teacher, hence

this reflection.

4. Reflection as a technique for knowledge constructio

Why should we reflect? We reflect as part of outura thinking behaviours (Hall’'s
“everyday reflective practice” (1997)) as part ohat makes us human. From a
pedagogical perspective, Schon (1987) emphasiezegltfas of “reflection in action” and
“reflection on action”, distinguishing between thetich is done in the midst of action and
can alter our responses and behaviours in real @me that which takes place after an
action is completed, where new views of reality da made, producing post facto
learning. Here reflection takes on a purposivedtay a tradition, which includes Dewey
and Habermas advocating a deliberate and systeamiioach to reflection (Dewey 1997;
Morrison 1995).

It is this purposive approach to reflection, whidm underpin transformational learning
(Mezirow 1978; Moon 2000) and develop knowledgewPyg 1997), which we use here as
part of our reflection on moderating discussionrtdieaHall describes a second level of
reflectiveness, in the context of Higher Educati&as requiring commitment and deliberate
activity to review and develop practice (includijogirnal writing, talking with a critical
friend and focus group discussions) (1997). Hadthevel of reflectiveness is associated
with programme and project work in educational pcac Our approach takes the
systematic element from Hall's third level of refieeness and combines this with
commitment and explicit attempts to capture anéter&nowledge, which appear at her
second level. Drawing on creative techniques ofrc#ofit” (Proctor 1995) we apply
deliberate systematic techniques for reflectionhédp us reflect on a specific, relevant
theory in relation to our experience of online dssion boards. The intention is to focus
on the production of new thinking from past expece combined with specific theoretical
insight.
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5. Systematic reflective methods used in this paper

5.1 Theories of practice, personal anchors and mindsets

We have chosen techniques to offer differing reiflec perspectives. We begin with a
reflection on personal anchors and mindsets, basea practical approach described by
Jacobs (2005) advocated by professional practitsorBergiovanni (1986) and Aviolo

(1999). This structured reflection starts with ‘giiee episodes”, characterised by
intentions, actions and realities, which stimula&flection. Underneath the practice
episodes sit “theories of practice”. These have edbing in common with Schon’s

“reflection-in-action”, in that they usually guigwactice episodes unconsciously but may
be called upon for scrutiny during an episode,fagei were consulting a second self to
determine our next move based on all knowledgebahdf accumulated to date. Theories
of practice include what Jacobs refers to as “metglsnd platforms for action” — the

instant self-guide in times of need, mindsets based personal accumulation of beliefs,
assumptions, knowledge gained from planned learevents and emergent knowledge

gained from experience.

The deeper layer in this analysis comprises petdmeigefs or anchors, called by Jacobs
“antecedents”. These stem from our personal eduetbackground, but also our social,
religious, economic and historical background, wWhidll have affected our formation as
individuals. We add to these antecedents, elemsmnth as our self-knowledge, tacit
knowledge and understanding, the way we have madsesof life in the past. This
technique will surface assumptions about teachimdy laarning philosophy consciously

and unconsciously used in moderation of discudsaards.

5.2 Frames (Bolman and Deal 1997)

The second systematic reflection uses four framngeespectives to question experience.
These frames ask similar questions about emergiigigms and underpinning issues but

from structural, human resources, political and lsgiic frames. Questions are about

problems found, evidence for them and constructikanges proposed, but force the
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reflection to take on board the organizationalystem context of the events — in this case
the use of online discussion boards, rather than gersonal thinking and attitudes

revealed.

5.3 Backwards Review (Pedler, Burgoyne et al. 1994)

This reflective exercise offers a mechanical segeef steps, which make reflection on
personal characteristic behaviours accessible, braging them into awareness and
questioning them. This is done by identifying a m@mof meaningful events on which to
reflect — here experiences of nine discussion lmalrde second step picks three of these
events at random. The first, and each subsequenip @f three events is compared to find
dimensions of difference, which relate two of tivers but exclude a third. For example,
we identified one of these dimensions of differeasethe amount of active moderation.
The extremes of each dimension are simply labdlled B. This process is iterated until at
least 6 dimensions of difference are identifietipwhich are then set out in table format

and each event is coded A or B on each dimension.

The final two steps compare row patterns of As Bsdboking for relationships, especially
identity or mirror image, then analyse what thesegons could mean. This process can be
time-consuming and sometimes furnish relativellelianalysis, although revisiting the
dimensions and adding to or adapting them may Yigfther information. This reflective
technigue can focus on the specific detail of evamid bring to light patterns of behaviour

which were previously unnoticed.

6. Reflection on personal anchors and mindsets

The “practice episodes” in this reflection were thee discussion boards detailed above,
although much of this part of the reflection is dthson those (7) of the boards we

moderated. Reflecting on the intentions associai#it these boards, we produced the list

in table 1 below.
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Table 1: Reflections on intentions for the pedagagie of online discussion boards

Connection and communication

as

D

1 | Sharing details of professional experience tatéem students’ knowledge

2 | Sharing and developing understanding of ideagstaeaties from the curriculum,
including the opportunity to ask questions afteissl
Student / student communication outside the cass

4 | Student /teacher communication in a whole gmuigide the classroom, rather tha
by individual emails

Self directed learning

5 | Construction of personal ideas, developing peisimsights, through challenge and
debate

6 | Encouraging student leadership of discussion

7 | Facilitating student choice in when and wherg ttauld participate in discussion

Development of academic and professional knowledge

8 | Sharing academic references, and comments on tewant to class topics

9 | Opening up issues of student interest or prajassiconcern for academic review

10 | Encouraging students to make their understandiram aflea explicit through writing
which is visible to all

11 | Recording discussion, references and critical amalyf topics for student revision

Personalising support

12 | Allowing the teacher to understand student peroeptof issues on curriculum and
current work concerns

13 | Allowing the teacher to use dialogic discourseudalg learning and/or to correct ide
which may not be helpful to the student

Role modelling academic behaviours

14| Allowing the teacher to raise questions relateth&mry which are rooted in students
practical comments or concerns

15| Allowing the teacher to demonstrate critical analys detail beyond the classroom

Develop pedagogical understanding and knowledge

16 | Allowing students and teachers to continue andtr@duce new material to
discussions started in classroom time

17 | Allowing the teacher to identify areas in which gifie students need further suppor

—
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“Theories of practice” associated with our roleshese boards reflected our enthusiasm
for the medium and its potential to contribute éarhing alongside face-to-face teaching,
together with a strong commitment to student suppeyond the classroom. Our self-
efficacy beliefs come from our excitement at oppoities for learning from asynchronous
discussion, which we have experienced as stimglaknowledge construction and
opportunities for quick access to learning resaareghich can expand the curriculum and
add currency to the learning context (RospiglioShurville et al. 2004). Our
constructionist beliefs have supported efforts éwaliop an online environment for our
students, which gives them space and more contxl discussions than in class (while
recognizing that control in discussion boards ik Is€avily with the moderator and may
not feel so empowering to the students). Sharirapgering experiences with other
academic staff, as we experiment with the affordaraf VLEs (Conole and Dyke 2004)
and good practice in moderation (Salmon 2000) shaported us through disappointments
with initial attempts at engaging debate onlinepoviding models which, given our
teaching beliefs, have caused us to persist andtelemxtra effort to the process of

improving learning opportunities from online dissios.

Such vicarious learning within the academic “enthsts community, together with our
personal interests in technology and fairly highi-eticacy beliefs, have led us to pioneer
and adapt new ways of running boards. We have s$traia this enthusiasm from
suggesting that the self-efficacy beliefs of oundsints are likely to mirror our own.
Students’ theories of practice will be affected thgir experience of using discussion
boards, which for mature students in 2007 is efién limited, although this is likely to
change rapidly with widespread use of such boamissbcial as well as academic

purposes.

The student experience of technology, achievingesscand overcoming inevitable
obstacles in accessing VLEs from home and workpatential incentives or disincentives
in Bandura’s terms, mediating opportunities foravious learning. The online environment
is uncomfortable for some, particularly when th@dsmic tasks involved are not well

understood, producing an emotional obstacle toritmritons in online boards, as well as
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fear of exposing possible lack of knowledge. Tleisdback could lead to a student mind-
set associated with low self-efficacy online.

Reflecting on the antecedents of such theoriesadtigce for academics and for students
using discussion boards, can we learn about pdrsamzhors and self-beliefs? For
students, this reflection focus could well be tlgeot of further research. We can hazard
guesses at our own beliefs, which have led to aress to experiment with technology
and a desire to support students beyond a lectumioge. We associate this with
passionate beliefs about the centrality of learnmgving, a rather holistic view of what
learning is about — encouraging and giving valuele@rning experiences from wide
sources beyond but including the academic, prajeasiand pragmatic, as well as
theoretical, learning preferences. The authors ladiverorked outside academe and bring
an eclectic and applied perspective, which valueteep search for understanding but
dislikes rigid, time-honoured processes for aclmg\that understanding. This suggests that
reciprocal determinism of environment, behaviourd personal factors has considerably

affected our self-beliefs and theories of practiith regard to online learning.

7. Reflection from differing frames

Bolman and Deal’'s frames provide a helpful wayedfecting on the wider context of the
use of online discussion boards in HE learning @aghing and their relation with Social
Cognitive Theory. Using each frame, we asked qomestiabout problems experienced,
evidence of them and constructive approaches togeha

From a structural frame, the problems encounterex iechnical. The VLE constrained
how discussion boards were encountered and enbgretudents, the layout determining
which elements of the discussion were visible gt@me time, and how easy or difficult it
was to respond to different postings or start nereads. We also experienced technical
constraints when running multiple boards for growthin a cohort of students, involving
more time accessing boards than was productive.nWhstitutions adopt a standard
commercial VLE, the benefits of consistency forrasand support can be great, but the

constraints of particular software are a majortami for academics and learning
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technologists alike. The students’ rarely distispubetween what can be “solved” by
academics and what could only be solved by a softwavision, and this can reflect

negatively on their perceptions of the environnana place to learn.

From a human resources frame, academic staff hit@e mgnored the potential value of
online discussion for pedagogic purposes, prefgrianuse them for spontaneous queries,
and using consequent low usage to confirm theiretselthat discussion boards are
unsuitable for learning; once again showing feeklbat action. The “educational
innovators” (Wilson and Lowry 2000) among acadestaff have tended to move on to
more exciting and adaptable social software a®st hecome available, with its offer of
greater student control and intervention, whilesthteft behind have often treated VLES as

administrative tools rather than pedagogic ones.

Reflecting on the political frame of discussion lwbaise was a challenge, because a
political frame looks at a wider context and thésealready much literature around
institutional readiness for online learning envimants, and best practice guidelines on
how best to adopt VLEs (for example O'Leary 200R).the authors’ experience,
discussion boards have become to some universitycsitures a no-go area, being
associated in academics’ minds with extra work g@wer quality of posting. This
acceptance of early experience as closure may sgaordinary, but the adoption of new
technology will always be affected strongly by isswf ease-of-use and perceived benefits
of use (Moore 1991).

From a wider political perspective, the use of maldiscussion boards can be one part of
an empowerment strategy for the learner, as diedulsg Stokes, who sees a potential for
changing power relations between learner and teatiteugh such online discussion
(1996). This fits with some of the pedagogic intemé outlined above for discussion

boards, but the software and time constraints expeszd by academics limit real potential.
Finally the symbolic frame reflection produced isl@gound the vision of the institution in

using VLEs, but also the learning and teachingtejias of academic teams around

courses. Boards which focused on applying theorgxjeerience, developing vocational
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skill range and problem-based learning were mdslylito support online discussion,
whether through asynchronous boards or other sogtw@ols. Discussion boards which
seemed to support learners best towards thesetigbgmvolved active moderation from
staff, who did not make simplistic assumptions alubgital preparedness of students and
simply behaved as good teachers online: clarifysuypporting, challenging, modeling
appropriate behaviours and giving clear feedbadka@ring and Ehrmann 1996). Where
there was no moderation, there was often a negatperience of online discussion.
Where discussion was mentioned during face-to-feleesses, debates taken further
between face-to-face and online events, pointgdaiis online discussion boards publicly
within the class, these behaviours led to positdeziback and improved participation and

constructive contribution.

8. Reflection from a critical incident repertory grid

Eleven dimensions of difference were identifieduding the length of board life and the
degree of academic task focus. Close associaticere fiound between the volume,
frequency and length of postings and the degrestrotture or task focus of the board. For
all the boards used in this example the purpogheboard was clear, but students were
seen to respond better to a particular task sudatisasission questions set in reading or
class, critiquing a particular article or reseanghisharing and discussing experience of a
particular phenomenon e.g. diversity legislationtlie workforce or recent moves in a

stock market.

There was a relatively low association betweenelmeexies for high board usage and size
of group. This could suggest that the size factas wnrelated to board activity, or that

group size alone is insufficient to encourage higé of the board.

There was a close association between high boageuand the specifying of tasks which
appeared more “academic” in nature, which suggésiisstudents will take part in such
boards more frequently when they rate the academlige of the activity. The more

“social” or “administrative” the board appears ®, the less likely this board is to attract a
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large number or frequency of postings. The stud@eiception of the academic value of
discussion boards should be investigated in reldbcenthusiasm or reluctance to post.

We could also suggest that the posting activity s more structured when academic
tasks are proposed. It may seem obvious that acesleme better at structuring academic
tasks than social or administrative ones. Howeaagdemics may need to understand more
clearly what they expect from discussion boardvagtilt is useless to be disappointed at
low levels of activity on a board when a clearlyustured and valid academic task is not

designed and communicated to students.

We expected the frequency of response postingsdmoelassociated with the level of
challenge and dispute on the boards, particulahgres the board is intended for discussion
rather than student visibility, and we would expadtigh level of dispute to cause a large
number of response postings. This happened only ttwds of the time. Could we
speculate that the well-discussed lack of non-dedogs, which we often need and
certainly use to maintain conversation and argunaeetdepressing the continuation of
debate online? This is a question worthy of reseafcwe expect constructivist and
dialogic approaches to learning to be achievedutiindogical argument.

Response postings, a form of sustained conversatmnot seem to be affected by active
moderation, and since this involves frequent respquostings and invitations to further
debate, there is no noticeable role modelling éffeere. We must also accept that, in
addition to the role of non-verbal cues, self-eftig and underpinning knowledge could be

at work here.

9. Conclusions and actions

This reflective paper is intended to offer ideas @ebate, which have arisen from
systematic reflection on our experience of disaurssioards. We have found ideas which
could usefully be researched through both an acedstaff and student perspective, and
which may be usefully extended to a non-academmtest where threaded discussion is

used in the workplace.
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These ideas include the relevance of Bandura’sabd@ognitive Theory to help us
understand the feedback mechanisms in an onlirusi®n board. We have tried to
understand how individuals feel and think when camizating through text online, how
their emotional state as well as their cognitivpatalities, their self-efficacy beliefs and
their own and others’ online behaviours, and thérenment layout and usability itself,
along with incentives for academic activity, cartemact and influence what students
actually write, its frequency and its learning \alThe theory suggests we need to focus
more clearly on the conditions, which set up sHltacy beliefs, and that we can take
control by understanding better how this feedbaekmanism works.

We have identified a range of potential aims fascdssion boards, which include the
plasticity and archiving nature of text-based déston as well as offering targeted
communication and feedback in a social learningeodnWe have explored the nature of
personal anchors, which may differentiate us fraadamics, who are less keen to adopt
discussion boards. This reflection suggests anoliner of research into how other

academics perceive discussion boards and the Isaane stimulants to using them.

The frames reflection identified external constimimand motivators for the use of
discussion boards, as this activity must be sithatghin its environmental context. Our
needs for continually updated expertise and helm frechnology specialists, together with
the political, software and institutional consttaiexperienced, present a context for board
moderation, which needs wider understanding wikis.

The repertory grid reflection produced insightsointhat makes people post online, in
particular suggesting a divergence between a passiadministrative use of discussion
boards and an actively moderated board with cledebigned tasks of perceived academic
value and structure, which is likely to be assaclawvith greater pedagogical benefit.
Further research exploring the perceptions of kE@rand moderators could add value to
existing guidelines for moderation and best practiconline discussion. We have picked
up issues relating to sustained online conversatioluding size of group, lack of cues,

possible explanations for low response postingsvetiich should be validated by further
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research. Our reflection has not taken us into #&such as the enabling of those with
lower level language skills and the impact of shidehoice on when and where to take
part in online discussion — we acknowledge thesaess as relevant to a discussion of
asynchronous conferencing and welcome further irtions to our understanding of

online discussion through the presentation of ¢hisference paper.
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