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Abstract

Online forum assignments are considered an important tool for collaborative
learning. This study examines the impact of compulsory submission on the
effectiveness of forum assignments. It compares the grades of 120 MBA
students who studied an advanced elective course in a blended distance
learning university during the years 2005-2009. Some of the students were
required to participate in a forum assignment and their submissions were
graded, whereas other students were similarly asked to participate in a forum
assignment but their work was not graded. The findings suggest that the
benefits of optional forum assignments are marginal, whereas compulsory
forum assignments may improve student performance. Interestingly, the
students of both groups had a task-oriented attitude and were not engaged in
social interaction with regard to the forum assignment.
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Introduction

Collaborative learning can enhance student performance (Langley, Ronen, & Ben Shachar,
2008). One of the benefits of e-learning is that it enables collaborative learning, which involves
all the students in a particular class. There are many sorts of collaborative online learning
activities, e.g. wikis (Konja & Ben-Zvi, 2009) and blogs (Blau, Mor, & Neuthal, 2009), or
different levels of collaborative document writing and peer reviews (Blau & Caspi, 2009), or
collaborative projects that require team work and use the online environment for communication
(Ellis & Hafner, 2008). This study focuses on online forum assignments.

Discussion boards (i.e., forums) are one of the primary tools of e-learning (Harman & Koohang,
2005). Student learning in forums includes two main sorts of activities: passive reading of the
forum content and active participation by writing their own posts. Prior studies (Saade &
Huang, 2009) indicate that the extent of views is much larger than the extent of posts. However,
it seems that if active participation in the discussion is optional, students are reluctant to do so
(Wishart & Guy, 2009). This research investigates the relative effectiveness of optional versus
compulsory online forum assignments. There are many interpretations to the meaning of
effectiveness, and there are various stakeholders involved, e.g., the institutions that provide e-
learning services (Guri-Rosenblit, 2005, 2009) and the instructors that manage the discussions
and are responsible for their quality. Effectiveness is measured in this study by the impact on
student performance.

The main theoretical contribution of this study is that it indicates that although the students had
a task-oriented attitude and were not engaged in social interaction, the compulsory posting of
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the assignment on the discussion board, improved their performance. From a practical
perspective, the findings suggest that publishing student assignments on a course website may
improve the quality of the assignments and enhance student performance, even if there is no
further collaboration or social interaction among the students. This is important because creating
meaningful collaboration in online environments usually requires a lot of efforts of the
instructor in moderating the discussion, (Salmon, 2004; Wishart & Guy, 2009) so sometimes
instructors are disinclined to initiate such projects.

Methodology

Data of actual performance of 120 students, who were enrolled in an advanced elective MBA
course at the Open University of Israel, was used to examine the relative effectiveness of
optional and compulsory online forum assignments.

In one of the assignments of the course, the students had to find an up-to-date article in a
newspaper either electronic or printed, which is related to the course themes. Each student was
assigned to a different week during the semester. The students were asked to analyze the article,
according to the models and concepts learned in the course, and to upload the analysis to the
course online forum. In addition, each student had to write at least two comments to other
students' analyses.

This assignment has been conducted in the course for seven semesters, during the years 2005-
2009. In the first two semesters, the assignment was optional, but in the following semesters it
was compulsory. A one-way analysis of variance (ANOVA) test of the students' final exam
mean grade showed that the levels of the students in the two first semesters (F=.081, p=.777),
and in the following five semesters (F=1.700, p=.161) that were included in this study, were
homogenous. Hence, the students were assigned to two groups: optional and compulsory.

Four students were excluded: One student participated in all the activities, but did not take the
exam because he was already entitled to graduate. One outstanding student in the optional group
was exceptionally engaged in learning and had many interactions with the instructor and fellow
students. Furthermore, he was the only one that commented on other students' work. The last
two were students who dropped out and never completed the course requirements (about 2%
drop-out rate).

The instructions for the forum assignment were intentionally unstructured. They did not define
what to analyze, how long the analysis has to be, and neither the nature of the comments. The
only requirement was that repetitions are forbidden, which meant that the students must read
prior posts. Many studies evaluate the quality of collaborative learning by analyzing the content
of the messages (e.g., Ma, 2009), or combining qualitative and quantitative methodologies (e.g.,
Schrire, 2006). This study takes a different approach and evaluates the impact of the
collaborative assignment on the students' exam grade.

Results

Table 1 presents the students' demographics and descriptive data regarding their exam grade, the
other assignments average grade, the online forum assignment analysis grade and its length.
Age data was not collected, the average age of graduate students at the Open University of
Israel in 2008 was 34.5 (SD 7.9) and the median was 32. The graduates average age was 37.0
(SD 8.8) and the median was 34 (Open University President's report, 2008). Of the 120
participants, there were 73 man (60.8%) and 47 women (39.2%), whereas the general graduate
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gender proportion at the Open University of Israel is approximately 50% men and 50% women.
Nevertheless, there were no gender differences in the findings.

Table 1. Students’' demographics, grades and analysis length

Optional assignment Compulsory assignment
Semesters 2005B, 2006A 2007A, 2007B, 2008B, 2008C,
2009A
Total number of students 53 67
Gender 31 Men (58.5%) 42 Men (62.7%)
22 Women (41.5%) 25 Women (37.3%)
Exam grade
Mean 84.42 86.96
Standard deviation 6.88 6.60
Percentile 25 81 81
Median 85 88
Percentile 75 88 91
The other assignments
average grade
Mean 83.78 85.88
Standard deviation 6.92 7.01
Percentile 25 81 81.5
Median 86 87
Percentile 75 89 91
Analysis grade
Mean NA 88.81
Standard deviation NA 9.42
Percentile 25 NA 80
Median NA 90
Percentile 75 NA 100
Analysis length
(word count)
Mean 104 800
Standard deviation 73 426
Percentile 25 62 511
Median 86 652
Percentile 75 131 1,006

The mean exam grade of the compulsory group was 86.96 (SD=6.60) and a t-test (t= -2.054,
p=.042, 118 df, equal variances assumed, Levene's test for equality of means: F=.133, p=.716)
showed that it was significantly higher than the mean exam grade of the optional group, which
was 84.42 (SD=6.88). Although the mean grade of the other assignments was higher for the
compulsory group, 85.88 (SD=7.01), than the optional group, 83.78 (SD=6.92) the difference
was insignificant (t= -1.634, p=.105, 118 df, equal variances assumed, Levene's test for equality
of means: F=.350, p=.555). However, a paired sample t-test indicated that the mean analysis
grade of the 67 students, who completed the compulsory assignment, 88.81 (SD=9.42), was
significantly higher than their average grade for the other assignments, 85.88 (SD=7.01),
(t=2.663, p=.010, 66 df).

There was also an apparent qualitative difference in the depth of the analyses performed by the
two groups. Although no content analysis was performed in this study, and the length of a
message does not necessarily indicate anything about its quality, the significant difference



Ruti Gafni, Nitza Geri 35

between the average lengths, 800 words (SD=426) versus 104 words (SD=73) (t=-13.09,
p=-000, 71.28 df, equal variances not assumed, Levene's test for equality of means: F=39.285,
p=.000), suggests that the compulsory analysis was not just more elaborative.

Out of the 53 students in the optional group only 4 students (7.54%) did not perform the
analysis at all. Two additional students uploaded a relevant news item, but did not analyze it.
The other 47 students uploaded an article and accompanied it with a short analysis. Although
the instructor responded to each analysis, and even asked guiding questions, none of the
students reacted, except for the one outstanding student mentioned earlier, who was not
included in this study. On the other hand, all the students in the compulsory group performed
the analysis and wrote comments to two other posts, as required. Here again, there was a
handful of students who responded more than the obligatory two posts, on which they were
graded, but no discussion emerged.

It should be noted that all these years, the regular student satisfaction surveys conducted by the
university indicated that the students were very satisfied with the course site content and level of
support of their learning. Hence, it seems that the students were not interested in more online
interaction.

Discussion and Conclusions

The findings of this study suggest that compulsory online forum assignments may improve
student performance, as measured by their final exam grade. The low involvement of students in
forum discussions implies that the main factor that contributes to student performance is their
own analysis, which is posted on the forum, and not explicit collaborative learning. The online
forum is an information system that enables different levels of collaboration. The average grade
of the forum assignment was significantly higher than the average grades the students obtained
in other assignments, which were not published on the course website. This may be explained
by the students' desire to post a presentable analysis. They try harder, they devote more time for
this analysis, so their learning improves, their grade in this specific assignment is better, and as
a result, their exam grades are also higher. So the fact that the analysis is published improves
student performance. Furthermore, students read others' postings and they may learn. They are
also required to comment on two other postings, and since the initial analyses are generally very
good, they need to elaborate and find less obvious aspects. Therefore, their learning improves.

Interestingly, the students of both groups had a task-oriented attitude and were not engaged in
social interaction with regard to the forum assignment. The fact that there were no gender
effects supports this conclusion, since gender differences tend to emerge in online discussion
boards that involve social interaction (Gefen, Geri, & Paravastu, 2008). Student task-oriented
attitude was found in prior research, e.g., Chan and Waugh (2007) who studied student
participation in online activities at the Open University of Hong Kong. American Graduate
Management Information Systems students valued reading their peers postings, but assigned
lesser value to replying to other students' messages (Levy, 2006). Beaudoin, Kurtz, and Eden
(2009) found in their cross-cultural study that Western students attributed less importance to
online relationships with peers.

The students' posting of just the two obligatory comments can also be explained from an
attention economy perspective (Davenport & Beck, 2000, 2001; Geri & Gefen, 2007), since
MBA students are usually very busy, they don't have time to engage in optional learning
activities, so they take a satisfying approach (Simon, 1957, 1971) and complete only
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compulsory tasks. Even instructor encouragement may not influence their behavior (Yang, Yan,
Tan, & Teo, 2007).

Further empirical studies are required in order to validate the conclusions of this study. It should
be noted that the participants in this research were graduate MBA students toward the
completion of their studies, and therefore their behavior and performance may be very different
from those of other populations. Nevertheless, the findings of this study demonstrate the
potential contribution of compulsory online forum assignments to learning processes.

References

Beaudoin, M. F, Kurtz, G. & Eden, S. (2009). Experiences and opinions of e-learners: What works, what
are the challenges, and what competencies ensure successful online learning. Interdisciplinary
Journal of E-Learning and Learning Objects, 5, 275-289. Retrieved October 16, 2009 from
http://ijklo.org/Volume5/IJELLOvVS5p275-289Beaudoin665.pdf

Blau, 1., & Caspi, A. (2009). What type of collaboration helps? Psychological ownership, perceived
learning and outcome quality of collaboration using Google Docs. In Y. Eshet-Alkalai, A. Caspi,
S. Eden, N. Geri, & Y. Yair (Eds.), Learning in the Technological Era: Proceedings of the Chais
Conference on Instructional Technologies research (pp. 48-55). Raanana, Isracl: The Open
University of Israel. Retrieved October 16, 2009 from
http://telem-pub.openu.ac.il/users/chais/2009/noon/1_1.pdf

Blau, I., Mor, N., & Neuthal, T. (2009). Open the windows of communication: Promoting interpersonal
and group interactions using blogs in higher education. Interdisciplinary Journal of E-Learning
and Learning Objects, 5, 233-246. Retrieved October 16, 2009 from
http://ijklo.org/VolumeS/IJELLOvVS5p233-246Blau667.pdf

Chan, M. & Waugh, R. (2007). Factors affecting student participation in the online learning environment
at the Open University of Hong Kong. The Journal of Distance Education / Revue de I'Education a
Distance [Online], 21(3), 23-38. Retrieved October 16, 2009 from
http://www.jofde.ca/index.php/jde/article/view/31

Davenport, T. H. & Beck, J. C. (2000). Getting the attention you need. Harvard Business Review, 78(5),
118-126.

Davenport, T. H. & Beck, J. C. (2001). The attention economy: Understanding the new currency of
business. Boston, MA: Harvard Business School Press.

Ellis, T. F. & Hafner, W. (2008). Building a framework to support project-based collaborative learning
experiences in an asynchronous learning network. Interdisciplinary Journal of E-Learning and
Learning Objects, 4, 167-190. Retrieved October 16, 2009 from

http://ijklo.org/Volume4/IJELLOv4p167-190Ellis454.pdf

Gefen, D., Geri, N., & Paravastu, N. (2008). Vive la différence: Communicating across cultural
boundaries in cross-gender online collaborative discussions. In N. Kock (Ed.), Virtual team
leadership and collaborative engineering advancements: Contemporary issues and implications,
Advances in e-collaboration series: Volume 3. Hershey, PA: IGI Publishing. 1-12. Retrieved
October 16, 2009 from http://www.igi-global.com/downloads/excerpts/33013.pdf

Geri, N., & Gefen, D. (2007). Is there a value paradox of e-learning in MBA programs? Issues in
Informing Science and Information Technology, 4(1), 163-174. Retrieved October 16, 2009 from
http://proceedings.informingscience.org/InSITE2007/1ISITv4p163-174Geri322.pdf

Guri-Rosenblit, S. (2005). Eight paradoxes in the implementation process of e-learning in higher
education. Higher Education Policy, 18(1), 5-29.

Guri-Rosenblit, S. (2009). Distance education in the digital age: Common misconceptions and
challenging tasks, Journal of Distance Education, 23(2). Retrieved October 16, 2009 from
http://www.jofde.ca/index.php/jde/article/view/627/886



Ruti Gafni, Nitza Geri 37

Harman, K. & Koohang, A. (2005). Discussion board: A learning object. Interdisciplinary Journal of
Knowledge and Learning Objects, 1, 67-77. Retrieved October 16, 2009 from
http://ijello.org/Volumel/v1p067-077Harman.pdf

Konja, M. & Ben-Zvi, D. (2009). The added value of wiki to collaborative learning as viewed by the
learners. In Y. Eshet-Alkalai, A. Caspi, S. Eden, N. Geri, & Y. Yair (Eds.), Learning in the
Technological Era: Proceedings of the Chais Conference on Instructional Technologies research
(pp. 145H-151H). Raanana, Israel: The Open University of Israel. [in Hebrew] Retrieved October
16, 2009 from http://telem-pub.openu.ac.il/users/chais/2009/evening/3 1.pdf

Langley, D., Ronen, M., & Ben Shachar, S. (2008). Open online assignment submission: First year
students’ behavior and views. Issues in Informing Science and Information Technology, 5, 297-
310. Retrieved October 16, 2009 from
http://proceedings.informingscience.org/InSITE2008/IISITv5p297-310Langley512.pdf

Levy, Y. (2006). The top 10 most valuable online learning activities for graduate MIS students.
International Journal of Information and Communication Technology Education, 2(3), 27-44.

Ma, A. W. W. (2009). Computer supported collaborative learning and higher order thinking skills: A case
study of textile studies. Interdisciplinary Journal of E-Learning and Learning Objects, 5, 145-167.
Retrieved October 16, 2009 from http://ijklo.org/VolumeS/IJELLOvVS5p145-167MA657.pdf

Open University President's report (2008). The President's report 2007-2008. The Open University of
Israel. Retrieved October 16, 2009 from
http://www-e.openu.ac.il/presidents-office/report2008 E/report2008E.html

Saadé, G. R. & Huang, Q. (2009). Meaningful learning in discussion forums: Towards discourse analysis.
Issues in Informing Science and Information Technology, 6, 87-99. Retrieved October 16, 2009
from http://iisit.org/Vol6/IISITv6p087-099Saade675.pdf

Salmon, G. (2004). E-moderating: The key to teaching and learning online (2nd ed.). London, UK:
RoutledgeFalmer, Taylor and Francis Group.

Schrire, S. (2006). Knowledge building in asynchronous discussion groups: Going beyond quantitative
analysis. Computers & Education, 46(1), 49-70.

Simon, H. A. (1971). Designing organizations for an information-rich world. In M. Greenberger (Ed.),
Computers, communications and the public interest (pp.40-41). Baltimore, MD: Johns Hopkins
Press.

Simon, H. A. (1957). Models of man: Social and rational. New York: John Wiley and Sons.

Wishart, C. & Guy, R. (2009). Analyzing responses, moves, and roles in online discussions.
Interdisciplinary Journal of E-Learning and Learning Objects, 5, 129-144. Retrieved October 16,
2009 from http://ijklo.org/VolumeS/IJELLOvSp129-144Wishart658.pdf

Yang, X., Yan, L., Tan, C. H., & Teo, H. H. (2007). Students’ participation intention in an online
discussion forum: Why is computer-mediated interaction attractive?. Information & Management
44, 456-466.




<<
  /ASCII85EncodePages false
  /AllowTransparency false
  /AutoPositionEPSFiles true
  /AutoRotatePages /None
  /Binding /Right
  /CalGrayProfile (sGray)
  /CalRGBProfile (sRGB IEC61966-2.1)
  /CalCMYKProfile (U.S. Web Coated \050SWOP\051 v2)
  /sRGBProfile (sRGB IEC61966-2.1)
  /CannotEmbedFontPolicy /Warning
  /CompatibilityLevel 1.4
  /CompressObjects /Tags
  /CompressPages true
  /ConvertImagesToIndexed true
  /PassThroughJPEGImages true
  /CreateJobTicket false
  /DefaultRenderingIntent /Default
  /DetectBlends true
  /DetectCurves 0.1000
  /ColorConversionStrategy /UseDeviceIndependentColorForImages
  /DoThumbnails false
  /EmbedAllFonts true
  /EmbedOpenType false
  /ParseICCProfilesInComments true
  /EmbedJobOptions true
  /DSCReportingLevel 0
  /EmitDSCWarnings false
  /EndPage -1
  /ImageMemory 1048576
  /LockDistillerParams false
  /MaxSubsetPct 100
  /Optimize false
  /OPM 1
  /ParseDSCComments true
  /ParseDSCCommentsForDocInfo true
  /PreserveCopyPage true
  /PreserveDICMYKValues true
  /PreserveEPSInfo true
  /PreserveFlatness true
  /PreserveHalftoneInfo false
  /PreserveOPIComments false
  /PreserveOverprintSettings true
  /StartPage 1
  /SubsetFonts true
  /TransferFunctionInfo /Apply
  /UCRandBGInfo /Preserve
  /UsePrologue false
  /ColorSettingsFile ()
  /AlwaysEmbed [ true
    /TimesNewRomanPS-BoldItalicMT
    /TimesNewRomanPS-BoldMT
    /TimesNewRomanPS-ItalicMT
    /TimesNewRomanPSMT
  ]
  /NeverEmbed [ true
  ]
  /AntiAliasColorImages false
  /CropColorImages true
  /ColorImageMinResolution 150
  /ColorImageMinResolutionPolicy /OK
  /DownsampleColorImages true
  /ColorImageDownsampleType /Bicubic
  /ColorImageResolution 300
  /ColorImageDepth -1
  /ColorImageMinDownsampleDepth 1
  /ColorImageDownsampleThreshold 1.50000
  /EncodeColorImages true
  /ColorImageFilter /DCTEncode
  /AutoFilterColorImages true
  /ColorImageAutoFilterStrategy /JPEG
  /ColorACSImageDict <<
    /QFactor 0.15
    /HSamples [1 1 1 1] /VSamples [1 1 1 1]
  >>
  /ColorImageDict <<
    /QFactor 0.15
    /HSamples [1 1 1 1] /VSamples [1 1 1 1]
  >>
  /JPEG2000ColorACSImageDict <<
    /TileWidth 256
    /TileHeight 256
    /Quality 30
  >>
  /JPEG2000ColorImageDict <<
    /TileWidth 256
    /TileHeight 256
    /Quality 30
  >>
  /AntiAliasGrayImages false
  /CropGrayImages true
  /GrayImageMinResolution 150
  /GrayImageMinResolutionPolicy /OK
  /DownsampleGrayImages true
  /GrayImageDownsampleType /Bicubic
  /GrayImageResolution 300
  /GrayImageDepth -1
  /GrayImageMinDownsampleDepth 2
  /GrayImageDownsampleThreshold 1.50000
  /EncodeGrayImages true
  /GrayImageFilter /DCTEncode
  /AutoFilterGrayImages true
  /GrayImageAutoFilterStrategy /JPEG
  /GrayACSImageDict <<
    /QFactor 0.15
    /HSamples [1 1 1 1] /VSamples [1 1 1 1]
  >>
  /GrayImageDict <<
    /QFactor 0.15
    /HSamples [1 1 1 1] /VSamples [1 1 1 1]
  >>
  /JPEG2000GrayACSImageDict <<
    /TileWidth 256
    /TileHeight 256
    /Quality 30
  >>
  /JPEG2000GrayImageDict <<
    /TileWidth 256
    /TileHeight 256
    /Quality 30
  >>
  /AntiAliasMonoImages false
  /CropMonoImages true
  /MonoImageMinResolution 1200
  /MonoImageMinResolutionPolicy /OK
  /DownsampleMonoImages true
  /MonoImageDownsampleType /Bicubic
  /MonoImageResolution 1200
  /MonoImageDepth -1
  /MonoImageDownsampleThreshold 1.50000
  /EncodeMonoImages true
  /MonoImageFilter /CCITTFaxEncode
  /MonoImageDict <<
    /K -1
  >>
  /AllowPSXObjects false
  /CheckCompliance [
    /None
  ]
  /PDFX1aCheck false
  /PDFX3Check false
  /PDFXCompliantPDFOnly false
  /PDFXNoTrimBoxError true
  /PDFXTrimBoxToMediaBoxOffset [
    0.00000
    0.00000
    0.00000
    0.00000
  ]
  /PDFXSetBleedBoxToMediaBox true
  /PDFXBleedBoxToTrimBoxOffset [
    0.00000
    0.00000
    0.00000
    0.00000
  ]
  /PDFXOutputIntentProfile (None)
  /PDFXOutputConditionIdentifier ()
  /PDFXOutputCondition ()
  /PDFXRegistryName (http://www.color.org)
  /PDFXTrapped /Unknown

  /CreateJDFFile false
  /Description <<
    /JPN <FEFF3053306e8a2d5b9a306f30019ad889e350cf5ea6753b50cf3092542b308030d730ea30d730ec30b9537052377528306e00200050004400460020658766f830924f5c62103059308b3068304d306b4f7f75283057307e305930023053306e8a2d5b9a30674f5c62103057305f00200050004400460020658766f8306f0020004100630072006f0062006100740020304a30883073002000520065006100640065007200200035002e003000204ee5964d30678868793a3067304d307e305930023053306e8a2d5b9a306b306f30d530a930f330c8306e57cb30818fbc307f304c5fc59808306730593002>
    /FRA <>
    /DEU <>
    /PTB <>
    /DAN <>
    /NLD <>
    /ESP <>
    /SUO <>
    /ITA <>
    /NOR <>
    /SVE <>






    /TUR <>
    /HEB <>
    /ENU <>
  >>
>> setdistillerparams
<<
  /HWResolution [2400 2400]
  /PageSize [841.890 1190.551]
>> setpagedevice


