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Discussion guidelines 

To keep the discussion running smoothly and to ensure its effectiveness you are asked to take 
note of the following guidelines: 

1. Consult the rubric for evaluation of the discussion before beginning. 

2. Be careful to post in the right area. Do not post in the main and notes' topics. 

3. Use the subject line to reference the content of your posting. 

4. Keep your messages short and to the point. DO NOT WRITE MORE THAN 100 
WORDS PER POSTING. 

5. Decide before you post whether or not you should post to the entire group or just to 
an individual. For example, if you only want to say something such as "Great 
posting" or "I agree with your posting", send that as an email to the individual rather 
than cluttering up the discussion forum. 

6. Do not dominate the forum. Do not make anymore than two postings per day. 

7. Beware of "topic drift"! Aim not to digress from the topic at hand. 

8. WebCT does not allow you•to delete or modify an entry once it is posted so be sure 
to check your message carefully before you post it. 

9. A void flaming and Ad Hominem attacks. Focus on the argument and not on the 
person. 

10. Use the water cooler for informal discussion not directly related to the modules. 

11. If you are making reference to a comment posted by someone else, quote a small 
snippet or the relevant aspect of the original posting (you can use the "quote" function 
in WebCT for this). Avoid requoting the entire message and as well avoid not 
quoting since participants may not necessarily remember or have read the previous 
posting. 

12. Check your message before you send it. Pay attention to your spelling and grammar, 
and be sure your message expresses the points you want to make in a clear and 
concise way. 

13. Respect others' ideas and opinions. Feel free to disagree, but express your disagree­
ment in a respectful mannet:. 

14. Avoid writing in ALL CAPS as it usually represents SHOUTING! 
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15. Feel free to use emoticons. Here are some examples: 
http://www.pb.org/emoticon.htmlor 
http://www.computeruser.com/resources/dictionary/emoticons.html 

16. Explore the various discussion forum tools such as select all, search and compile. 

17. A reminder that, for grading purposes, you must make one posting and one reply per 
module. See below re evaluation. You play an important role in the evaluation of 
your discussion postings. 
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Appendix 2: Evaluation of the Course Discussion, Fall, 2003 
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Discussion 

This course is not designed on the principle of knowledge transmission from teacher to 
students. The direction ofinteraction in the course is meant to be more lateral or from student 
(s) to student(s). The discussion forum is designed to promote knowledge sharing and 
construction and interaction between students. 

The role of the instructor in this case is that of the facilitator or moderator. In this role, the 
instructor contributes no more than 20-30% of the discussion postings. He/she sets up the 
structure of the discussion in the beginning, intervenes to keep it on track 

Discussion guidelines 

To keep the discussion running smoothly and to ensure its effectiveness you are asked to take 
note of the following guidelines: 

1. Consult the rubric for evaluation of the discussion before beginning. 

2. Be careful to post in the right area. Do not post in the main and notes' topics. 

3. Use the subject line to refer~nce the content of your posting. 

4. Keep your messages short and to the point. DO NOT WRITE MORE THAN 100 
WORDS PER POSTING. 

5. Decide before you post whether or not you should post to the entire group or just to 
an individual. For example, if you only want to say something such as "Great 
posting" or "I agree with your posting", send that as an email to the individual rather 
than cluttering up the discussion forum. 

6. Do not dominate the forum. Do not make anymore than two postings per day. 

7. Beware of "topic drift"! Aim not to digress from the topic at hand. 

8. WebCT does not allow you to delete or modify an entry once it is posted so be sure 
to check your message carefully before you post it. 

9. A void flaming and Ad Hominem attacks. Focus on the argument and not on the 
person. 

. 
10. Use the water cooler for informal discussion not directly related to the modules. 

11. If you are making reference to a comment posted by someone else, quote a small 
snippet or the relevant aspect of the original posting (you can use the "quote" function 
in WebCT for this). Avoid requoting the entire message and as well avoid not 
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quoting since participants may not necessarily remember or have read the previous 
posting. 

12. Check your message before you send it. Pay attention to your spelling and grammar, 
and be sure your message expresses the points you want to make in a clear and 
concise way. 

13. Respect others' ideas and opinions. Feel free to disagree, but express your disagree­
ment in a respectful manner. 

14. Avoid writing in ALL CAPS as it usually represents SHOUTING! 

15. Feel free to use emoticons. Here are some examples: 
* http://www.pb.org/emotiqon.html or 
* http://www.computeruser.com/resources/dictionary/emoticons.html 

16. Explore the various discussion forum tools such as select all, search and compile. 

1 7. A reminder that, for grading purposes, you must make one posting and one reply per 
module. See below re evaluation. You play an important role in the evaluation of 
your discussion postings. 

Visualizing your thinking 

As a means to facilitate knowledge construction and metacognition you are encouraged to 
add a short sentence at the beginning of your post to indicate the type of post you are making. 

e.g. "In this posting I would like to relate an anecdote in support of John's claim that 
administrators are not always supportive of technology use." Below are some ways in which 
you can categorize or describe your postings: Here are some of types or categories of 
postings: 

1. A CLAIM is the point or argument you are trying to make: 

Example: "You should send a birthday card to Mimi, because she sent you one on your 
birthday." 

or 

"I drove last time, so this time it is your turn to drive." 

There are three basic types of claims: 

1. Fact: claims which focus on empirically verifiable phenomena 
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2. Judgement/value: claims involving optmons, attitudes, and subjective 
evaluations of things 

3. Policy: claims advocating courses of action that should be undertaken 

2. . GROUNDS refers to the proof or evidence an arguer offers. 

Grounds answers the questions, ,.~hat is your proof?" or "How come?'' or "Why?" 

Grounds can consist of statistics, quotations, reports, findings, physical evidence, or various 
forms of reasoning. 

example: "It looks like rain. The barometer is falling." 

example: "The other Howard Johnson's restaurants I've been in had clean restrooms, so I'll 
bet this one has clean restrooms too." 

grounds can be based on: 

Evidence: facts, statistics, reports, or physical proof, 

Source credibility: authorities, experts, celebrity endorsers, a close friend, or someone's 
say-so 

Analysis and reasoning: reasons may be otiered as proof 

Grading 

Your participation in the discussion counts for 20%. The rubric which is listed below 
provides the criteria with which to evaluate discussion contributions. The rubric also serves 
as a guide to participants to assist them in formulating postings. 

In the final week of the course, you must send an email to your instructor in which you 
present an analysis of your discussion contributions for modules 1-4 in relation to the rubric. 
You must refer to the rubric to evaluate your contributions to the discussion and to provide 
a mark out of ten with a rationale for why you feel you should have received the mark you 
did. You must use the evaluation criteria in the rubric as your guide. Thus you will quote 
directly from your postings to illustrate how you met the criteria in the rubric. 

The instructor will make a decision on your mark based on the strength of your rationale. The 
strength of your rationale depends on how well you are able to relate your postings to the 
rubric. 

You must also provide a numerical summary of the number of postings you made per 
module. 
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You must also refer to the discussion guidelines and indicate if there were any instances in 
which you did not adhere to the guidelines. 

RUBRIC FOR THE EVALUATION OF THE DISCUSSION 

18-20: Postings reflect a superior level of insight, originality, analysis and critical thinking. 
Articulation is at the superior level. 

15-17: Postings offer a critical analysis of existing posted ideas and introduce a different 
interpretation to an existing idea. Asks provocative questions or makes insightful, critical, 
evaluative comments. Contributes new information. Expresses ideas very clearly and 
coherently. 

12-14 Agrees or disagrees with existing discussion and provides some 
justification/explanation but not a critical analysis. Exhibits some good insights and 
understanding. Expresses ideas clearly and coherently for the most part. 

9-11 : Agrees or disagrees with existing discussion but provides a limited 
justification/explanation and no critical analysis. Reveals an adequate understanding of the 
topic. Asks points of information 'but does not add new information. Ideas not always 
expressed clearly and coherently. 

6-8: Agrees or. disagrees with existing discussion but provides no justification/explanation. 
Reveals a restricted understanding of the topic. Ideas not expressed clearly and coherently. 

0-5 Provides no evidence of agreement or disagreement with existing discussion. Postings 
are unrelated to discussion 

95 



Appendix 3: Evaluation of the Course Discussion, Spring, 2003 
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Conclusion 

The course conclusion is designed to provide you with an opportunity to draw some 
conclusions related to your learning in this course. You will engage in two activities as part 
of the course conclusion. These are· discussion activities and a presentation activity. 

Discussion activities 

Week 12: Recall and reflection activity 
What are some important things you have learned in this course related to issues and trends 
in educational computing? 

Week 13: Projecting activity 
What are some questions or issues or things about which you would like to find out more 
related to issues and trends in educational computing? 

Presentation activity 

For this activity, you will complete an analysis of your contribution to the discussion forum. 
Your analysis will be somewhat similar to what you did in Module 3 when you analysed the 
contribution of all participants to the discussion forum. Your aim will be to complete an 
objective, rigorous and systematic assessment of your contribution as if you were analysing 
someone else's postings. Follow these steps to complete your analysis . . 
1. Use the search feature to locate all your postings. 

2. After you have located all of your postings, select your postings from weeks 2-11 
inclusive. Then use the compile feature of the WebCT discussion forum to compile 
all of your postings into one text file which you can then save to your computer and 
from which you can cut and paste. 

3. Determine how many postings you made and how they were distributed over the 
modules i.e. how many were for module 2, how many were for module 4 etc. 

4. Do a word count using the wordcount features in your word processor to determine 
the average length of your postings. Also determine what the shortest posting was 
that you made and what the longest one was that you made. 

5. (This is the main analysis you will perform).ln relation to the content of your postings, 
determine how many claims you made and of what type they were and what type of 
grounds you provided for your claims. A CLAIM is the point or argument you are 
trying to make such as: "Professional development programs do not always show how 
best to integrate technology" ."There are three basic types of claims: 
1. Fact: claims which focus on empirically verifiable phenomena 
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2. Judgement/value: claims involving optmons, attitudes, and subjective 
evaluations of things 

3. Policy: claims advocating courses of action that should be undertaken 

GROUNDS refers to the proof or evidence an arguer offers. Grounds answers the 
questions, "What is your proof?" or "How come?" or "Why?" 

Grounds can consist of statistics, quotations, reports, findings, physical evidence, 
various forms of reasoning or anecdotal evidence. 

6. Once you have determined all of the above, use a spreadsheet program such as 
MSExcel to present your analysis in pie charts or bar graphs. 

7. Include these charts and or graphs to describe your participation in the forum. Then go 
a step further and evaluate to what degree you did or did not advance the discussion 
and promote knowledge building in the discussion. Provide some specific examples 
with quotes and refer as well to your charts and graphs. 

8. Describe how you might have improved your participation in order to promote more 
sharing and construction of knowledge. 

9. Present all of the above in an essay. 

10. Upload your essay to your webpage. 

Grading 

Your presentation will be graded according to the following criteria. 

* Rigorous analysis 
* Systematic analysis 
* Clarity of presentation 
* Explanation of approach 
* Coherence and logic 
* Depth of analysis and reflection • 
* Insight and originality 
* Precise, scholarly and appropriate use of language 
* Respectful of conventions of spelling and grammar 
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Appendix 4: Ethics 
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Office of Research 

ICEHR No. 2002/03-096-BA 
Ms. Cheryl Perkins 
Faculty of Education 
Memorial University ofNewfoundland 

Dear Ms. Perkins: 

August 7, 2003 

. The Interdisciplinary Coriunittee on Ethics in Human Research has examined the proposal for the 
research project entitled "Identifying and measuring critical thinking in Online asynchronous discussions in 
graduate courses" in which you were listed as the principal investigator. 

The Committee has given its approval for the conduct of this research in accordance with the proposal 
submitted on the condition that the following minor modifications are incorporated: 

1. · Is there a likelihood that any of the students in the selected courses are being, 
or might be in future, taught by the researcher's supervisor? If so, then there 
is a possibility that such students may feel (however unrealistically) that they 
ought to participate or face the consequences in future courses. This raises 
concerns regarding the possibility of felt coercion, which must be remedied. 
This is particularly a concern, since this study can be seen to be making a 
contribution to the area of research undertaken by the supervisor herself. 
The siniplest way to' ;deal with this might be to exclude from the study, 
students in courses taught by the researcher's supervisor, and to ensure that 
the supervisor not have access to identifying information in respect to any of 
the postings. 

2. The information for students and instructors should specify the means by 
which the researcher will actually obtain access to these postings. Does the 
professor ot the participating student send them? If as it appears, the 
professor f01watds the postings to the researcher, slhe must be clearly 
instructed not to give you access to the postings of anyone who has not 
consented to participate in the stud:Y~.or·to provide you with any otherwise 
identifying .information about. those non-participating students . .. . 

3. P1ea5e provideJotwntten doeumentation of consent to participate.· We 
sl!ggesi thai yot(use an oiiline form that can be printed by prospective 
participants m1:d then mailed to you. 

4. As part of the informed consent process, the information and consent forms 
provided to participants require the addition of further information. These 
should also address: 

a) Purpose of the research- specify that this is a thesis. 
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Instructor Information 

I am a graduate student in the MEd(IT) programme, studying critical thinking in asynchron­
ous online discussions for my thesis. Many benefits have been claimed for the use of online 
asynchronous discussions in education, but there is relatively little information about the 
extent to which these benefits are realized. I intend to examine transcripts of online 
asynchronous discussions in a search for indicators of critical thinking. By doing this, I will 
develop an instrument that can be used to measure critical thinking in other online 
asynchronous discussions, which will be useful in future explorations of the types of thinking 
processes that occur in such discussions. I would very much appreciate your assistance in 
allowing me to ask your students to volunteer as participants, and in releasing partial 
transcripts to me for analysis. At the end of the study, I will provide you with a copy of the 
instrument which you may use in your classes in the future. 

Your participation would be very limited. I need your permission to send the attached call 
for volunteers to all members of your class by posting it in your discussion group and by 
email. In order to send out the email, I will need the email addresses of all class members. 
In addition, I am asking you to authorize release an electronic copy of the postings for the 
participating students only, without any identifying information on the non-participating 
students. Anonymity will be preserved as well as possible, considering the limitations 
imposed by class size. No classes or individuals will be identified in the report on the 
research. You are welcome to read the final report. 

I am attaching a copy of the information sheet and consent form that will be sent to 
volunteers. 

Please feel free to contact me or my supervisor if you have any questions about this research, 
and if you are interested in participating, you can reach me by email or telephone. 

Cheryl Perkins 
Tel: 777-6874 (W), 754-520l(H) 
Email: cperkins@mun.ca 

Supervisor: 
Dr. Elizabeth Murphy 
Tel: 737-7634 (W) 
Email: emurphy@mun.ca 

If you have any questions, you may. also contact ICEHR, which has approved this project: 
Interdisciplinary Committee on Ethics in Human Research (ICEHR) 
Tel: 737-2528 
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Call for Volunteers 

I am looking for people to participate in a research project in online asynchronous discussions. This research 
is being carried out as part of the requirements for my Master's thesis. You are invited to participate because, 
as part of your work in [name of course], you are participating or have recently participated in an online 
discussion. 

The overall aim of the research is to gain insight into the use of online discussion forums in 
education. Many benefits have been claimed for the use of discussion forums for teaching and learning, but 
there is relatively little information about the extent to which these benefits are realized. I have chosen one of 
the reported benefits the use of critical thinking and am planning to identify and measure it. This information 
should increase understanding of teaching and learning using online asynchronous discussions and 
consequently help improve their use in education. 

If you agree to participate, please send me an email at cperkins@mun.ca with your mailing address. I can then 
mail you a consent form to sign and return to me in the enclosed, stamped, self-addressed envelope. A copy 
of the consent form is at the end of this notice, so you can review it in advance. 

None of your posts will be used unless you give me permission. Access to your posts will be gained with the 
assistance of your professor, who will provide me with transcripts of those students who have signed a consent 
form. 

If you do volunteer to participate, and give me permission to use your posts, any excerpts from your work that 
are published in the final thesis will be anonymous. If you change your mind, and decide to withdraw from the 
study, you may do so without prejudice, and any information collected related to your participation in the 
discussion group will be excluded from the study. 

The data collected will be analysed using content analysis, which involves classifying statements according 
to certain criteria in this case, criteria related to critical thinking. The original data, in electronic form, will be 
kept in my custody for a year after the publication of the thesis. The analysed data will be published in a thesis, 
and may also be published in academic papers. 

Whether or not you agree to participate will have no effect on your grade in your course, and will not affect 
any connection you will have with the university in the future. 

If you have further questions about this research, please contact any of the following: 

Principal investigator 
Cheryl Perkins 
754-5201 
cperkins@mun.ca 

Supervisor 
Dr. Elizabeth Murphy 
737-7634 
emurphy@mun.ca 

The Interdisciplinary Committee on Ethics in Human Research (ICEHR) has approved the proposal for this 
study. The Committee may be contacted directly with any ethical concerns about the research at 737-8368 or 
icehr@mun.ca 
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Consent Form 

1. By agreeing to participate in this study, I am providing consent to publication of my 
comments in anonymous format in part or in whole in subsequent research reports and 
papers that may be published in relation to the study. 

2. I understand that because of the small class size and the specificity of the course 
material, the confidentiality of comments cannot be guaranteed. Nonetheless, every 
possible measure will be taken to disguise individuals' identities. 

3. I will be given the opportunity to edit or exclude any direct quotes. Any of my quotes 
that will be published will be sent to me by email prior to their being included in any 
publications. 

4. I will be provided with the results of the study upon my request. 

5. My agreement or refusal to participate will not in any way affect my grades in this or 
in any class, nor my access to services from this University now or in the future. 

I provide my consent to participate in the study 

Signature Date 

Name (Printed) 

Please mail in the enclosed stamped self-addressed envelope to: 

Cheryl Perkins 
39 Fleming Street 
St. John's NL AlC 3A3 
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