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Abstract—Computer technology has developed and become an indispensable mean to reach the information 

and communicate with peers in an organized way. Discussions are the keys to enhance the communication 

among learners. Online peer response that blends written and electronic communication can promote student 

participation and collaboration. Hence, utilizing online discussion in language learning has potential to 

increase practice and improve student learning. This study investigated the effects of using discussion on 

students’ achievement in online courses using the pre-test post-test with control group experimental research 

design with 32 students studying in the Undergraduate Compulsory Preparatory Program of a state university. 

Findings of the study showed that integrating discussion in online courses improves students learning more 

than online courses that do not include discussion. 

 

Index Terms—computer assisted language learning, discussion boards, communication, language learning 

 

I.  INTRODUCTION 

Recent developments in the Internet technology offered various ways to realize many second language learning 

theories. One of these learning theories is Michael Long's interaction hypothesis suggesting "language is acquired as 

learners actively engage in attempting to communicate in the target language" (Nunan, 1999, p.51). However, as we all 

experience even in our native languages, communication is not always so smooth. There are times when we do not 

understand what the other party has said. When it happens, they signal their interlocutors that they did not understand 

what they have just said.  In that case, their interlocutor tries to find alternative ways, such as paraphrasing or using 

other cues, to make their language more comprehensible. It the process of the negotiation of meaning where 

interlocutors experience difficulty in understanding what has been said -possibly as a result of a lack of some linguistic 

or lexical knowledge of either side- and seek for ways to understand each other. This process is called the negotiation of 

meaning, and according to Long, it is very crucial for language acquisition (Long, 1985). This type of interactional 

modifications is believed to be promoting L2 acquisition, even though there is little empirical evidence supporting such 

arguments (Ellis, 1994, 1997; Nunan, 1999). 

Blake's (2000) study emphasizes the Interaction Hypothesis as a base point of using a particular technology tool in a 

foreign language classroom. His study examined 50 intermediate Spanish learners' networked discussions through 

Remote Technical Assistance (RTA) by which users can exchange digitized sound, manipulate each other's web 

browser, and do point-to-point or group chat. As a result, Blake (2000) stated that "Well-designed networked tasks 

promote learners to notice the gaps in their lexical intedanguage in a manner similar to what has been reported in the 

literature for oral learner/leamer discussions" (p.132). In other words, when the learners were completing the tasks, they 

occasionally failed in communicating with each other. At these moments, they noticed what is problematic in their 

interlanguage, e.g. lack of lexical items or morphological confusions, then they try to gather the meaning by asking 

questions, which is called the negotiation of meaning. 

Another important finding of the study is that this kind of networked interaction allows all participants equal and 

increased participation. Such increased opportunities for learners to get involved in social interactions with their peers 

could also be interpreted as a real life application of Vygotsky's (1978) social development theory proposing that 

learning takes place on social level before it becomes a mental process for an individual. Although the learners did not 

actually talk the target language in an online community, the author concluded that "CMC (computer-mediated 

communication) produces similar benefits to those of oral discussions without the temporal and spatial constraints 

imposed by the classroom" (Blake, 2000, p.132). As many other studies claimed (Chun, 1994; Kern, 1995) that such 

online communication tools create a friendlier atmosphere where learners feel no peer or teacher pressure when they are 

communicating online, which results in higher motivation to talk (Donaldson & Morgan, 1994). 

II.  LITERATURE REVIEW 
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A.  Zone of Proximal Development 

Related to the interactional hypothesis of Long, Vygotsky's zone of proximal development (ZPD) (Vygotsky, 1978) 

and social development theory are of great importance regarding second language acquisition. Vygotsky argued that 

higher mental functions such as voluntary attention and problem-solving are related to social interaction of child, which 

is mainly mediated by speech. Child's social interaction, through speech or other means such as play or online activities, 

plays a crucial role in child's development. In sociocultural approaches, students’ participation is the main purpose of 

language learning and a key factor of acquisition process (Kasper, 2001; Lantolf & Thorne, 2006; Pavlenko & Lantolf, 

2000).
 
 

In the process of ZPD, another important term that needs clarification is scaffolding. Scaffolding is a technique used 

by teachers to move children through their ZPD by supporting and also challenging them to be active learners. 

Scaffolding, which can also be described as "assisted performance"
 
(Tharp and Gallimore, 1991), is one of the 

requirements of the successful ZPD (Ohta, 2000). According to Ohta, "development cannot occur if too much assistance 

is provided or if a task is too easy" (2000, p.52). This statement, indeed, describes what scaffolding is providing 

assistance just as needed and providing challenging tasks. 

Kern's (1995) prominent study supported the benefits of CMC in classroom discussions. In his study, Kern analyzed 

the students' interaction using the InterChange software, a chat program, and compared them with their oral production 

during an oral discussion of the same topic. He also investigated students' and teachers' perception of using the 

InterChange software. 

The results of the study showed that there were "striking differences in quantity production between InterChange and 

oral discussions" (Kern, 1995, p.464). To give an idea, the InterChange students took an average of 11.8 turns, whereas 

the oral discussion students took an average of 5.4 turns. Just this number alone shows that the participants of this study 

were more actively involved in the communication process through the InterChange than regular oral discussions. Chun 

(1994), who found similar results in her study, explained the reason for more active participation as following: 

“A decided advantage of CACD is that learners are under neither time pressure to respond, nor the physical pressure 

of making a mistake or looking foolish.  In addition, the length and breadth of their entries are not restricted, and their 

individual styles are allowed to flourish" (p.28). 

Clearly, students feel more comfortable when they are talking by writing as opposed to talking by talking. Especially 

having the chance to think about what they are going to write gives them stronger self-confidence when they are 

initiating any conversation or participating to an ongoing interaction (Braine, 2001; Ware, 2004). 

Sotillo (2000) studied in synchronous and asynchronous communication to explore the discourse functions and 

syntactic complexity. The researcher found that both synchronous and asynchronous groups, despite the teachers' 

attempts to control the focus of the discussions, managed to change the topic. Although it seems to be a negative aspect, 

especially in terms of the teachers' classroom management, the author maintained that this is the strength for this group 

of students because they realized purposeful action in collaboration. Furthermore, Sotillo (2000) argued that the 

students' collaborative efforts to create the text and context would, in Vygotsky's terms, serve as a mediational tool to 

generate new meanings collaboratively. 

Sotillo (2000) also maintained that, since the asynchronous group did have more time to think about their responses 

and compose them coherently, they were able to focus on both form and meaning more synchronous group where the 

participants needed to faster and constantly. Therefore, it would be reasonable to claim that learners pay more attention 

to form and meaning when they are communicating through a synchronous communication too than students engaging 

in regular oral classroom discussions which require them to talk very fast and as smoothly as possible (Yuan, 2003).  In 

parallel of these results, several studies produced the findings demonstrating that text-based online communication such 

as discussion boards is helpful for oral communication (Blake, 2009; Satar & Özdener, 2008). 

B.  Student-centeredness and Student Autonomisation 

Student centeredness and student autonomisation are also among the trendy issues in foreign language education. 

Enhancing student autonomy and control over the language learning process is one of the main goals of modem 

language teaching approaches (Warschauer, Turbee, & Roberts, 1996).  Learner autonomy is sometimes considered as 

selfinstruction, but definitely it is not all of it. 

In this process of making students more autonomous, the teachers' role is very important. In order to create an 

environment where scaffolding to occur, teachers are supposed to guide students gradually to be autonomous learners. 

For example, Donaldson and Kotter's (1999) study involving one of the synchronous CMC tools created such an 

environment in which students took control over what they wanted to do with the target language they were practicing. 

As a result of the study, Donaldson and Kotter (1999) asserted that "unmistakable success of the independent 

learning that took place in the project indicates that the MOO is a powerful tool in the arsenal of technological weapons 

to aid learning" (p.543). It was one of the goals of the study to show that the online environment is a relatively good 

tool for autonomous learning, where teacher help is available just when it is needed. The authors also stated that the 

playful nature of the MOOs maintained very high motivation amongst the learners to participate in the online activities 

which resulted in better language learning. 

C.  Authentic Data and Use of Discussion Boards 
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Using authentic data in foreign language teaching is quite essential. Nunan (1999) describes authentic data as 

"samples of spoken and written language that have not been specifically written for the purposes of teaching language" 

(p.27). By this definition, any attempt to modify any authentic would "de-authenticate" it. Teaching with contrived 

pieces of language samples may not help learners to gain the language that they can use in real life situations. However, 

it is not possible to supply the learners all the time with 100% authentic data. Nunan (1999) states that "learner should 

be fed as rich a diet of authentic data as possible, because, ultimately, if they only encounter contrived dialogues and 

listening texts, their task will be made more difficult" (p.27). All in all, if the purpose of foreign language teaching is to 

prepare learners for real-life communication in the respective foreign language, it is essential to get them familiar with 

as much authentic data as possible. 

New technologies, such as various Internet tools, made it easier for teachers to incorporate authentic data in their 

teaching. One of the best examples of these internet tools is discussion boards that provide an environment for the users 

to discuss a topic and interact each other. The discussion board is defined by Rovai (2001) as an online classroom. In 

order to create a community of practice and reach a success in this online class, there should be a small group that 

participates in the discussions and the instructor playing a facilitator role in this environment (Kling & Courtright, 

2003). 

Learner participation is one of the key factors affecting online learning. In the literature, there are several studies 

focusing specifically on learner participation. While Woods (2002) asserted that interaction between the instructors and 

peers is vital to be successful in online environments, Davies and Graff (2005) found a relationship between 

participation level and students’ grades. 

Because of the enthusiastic approaches of many researchers to the use of new technologies in language classrooms, 

some studies do not even mention any problems encountered during the application of such technologies. It would be 

naive to suggest that those studies implemented perfectly without any problems. 

Olivia & Pollastrini (1995) reported that some learners complained about the overwhelming technical skills they 

needed to learn in order to participate in the study. Naturally, not all students were technologically able. Kern's (1995) 

also highlighted some drawbacks of using CMC tools as a part of teaching/learning process. In her study, teachers felt 

that their control over classroom was compromised. The results of the questionnaire showed that the teachers were not 

as enthusiastic as the students towards the use of technology. These two results confirm each other. In other word, as a 

result of the teachers' loss of control over the class interaction, they also lost their enthusiasm towards the tool that 

caused it. This result shows that teachers should be trained more about the importance of studentcentered classroom 

along with methods to negotiate the freedom given to students in order to avoid chaotic classrooms because of authority.  

III.  RESEARCH QUESTIONS 

The following three major research questions regarding the usage of discussion boards were targeted in our research: 

Is there a difference between the structure level of the students using discussion board in online instruction before 

and after the study? 

Is there a difference between the structure level of the students who did not use the discussion board in online 

instruction before and after the study? 

Is there a difference between the gain scores of the students using the discussion board in online instruction and the 

gain scores of the students not used the discussion board in online instruction? 

IV.  METHOD 

A.  Instructional Context 

This study was applied to an Undergraduate Compulsory Preparatory Program of a state university in Turkey. 

Integrated skills are mainly used throughout the courses and laboratories to enhance the students’ second language 

acquisition. In the program, technological devices like computers, overhead projectors, reflecting projectors, DVD and 

CD players are highly used. The courses are supported by an interactive computer program including many kinds of 

exercises for target language. At the end of the term, students are expected to acquire the language. 

B.  Participants 

The 32 participants were chosen randomly from two equal level classes in Undergraduate Preparatory Program of a 

state university. Of the 32 students, 16 were female and 16 were male. They are named as experimental group including 

18 students and control group including 14 students. The difference of these groups is the experimental group has a 

discussion board which students can indicate their own opinions and comment on their friends’ opinions. 

C.  Research Design 

This study investigated the effects of using discussion boards on students’ achievement in online courses using the 

pre-test post-test with control group experimental research design. The students are informed about the implementation 

before the process. A grammar rule was chosen for the target groups and taught for four weeks in exe-learning program 

which was presented in Moodle. Both groups were responsible for the personal information, grammar review and 
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practice parts. In addition to these, experimental group was expected to indicate their own opinions and comments on 

their friends’ ideas as peer-correction in the discussion board of the program. During the program, control group only 

made self-study. Before and after the study, a multiple choice test was applied to both groups. 

V.  RESULTS 

The first research question investigated whether there was a difference between the structure level of the students 

using discussion board in online instruction before and after the study. The result of the Wilcoxon Signed Rank Test for 

Paired Samples was presented at the Table 1. Results indicate that the structure level of the students using discussion 

board in online instruction after the study is significantly higher than the structure level of the students using discussion 

board in online instruction before the study. 
 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 
 

The second research question investigated whether there was a difference between the structure level of the students 

who did not use the discussion board in online instruction before and after the study. The result of the Wilcoxon Signed 

Rank Test for Paired Samples was presented at the Table 2. Results indicate that the structure level of the students who 

did not use the discussion board in online instruction after the study is not significantly different from the structure level 

of the students who did not use the discussion board in online instruction before the study. 
 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 
 

The third research question investigated whether there was a difference between the gain scores of the students using 

the discussion board in online instruction and the gain scores of the students not used the discussion board in online 

instruction. The result of the Mann Whitney U-test for Independent Samples was presented at the Table 3. Results 

indicate that the gain scores of the students using the discussion board in online instruction are higher than the gain 

scores of the students not used the discussion board in online instruction. 
 

 

 

 

 

 

 

The results of this study demonstrated that there is no significant difference between the structure level of the 

students who did not use the discussion board in online instruction before and after the study. It seems that students 

keep their learning pace without using discussion boards. On the other hand, the results indicated that students who used 

discussion boards produced higher scores than students who did not use discussion boards. This suggests that student 

may perceive the inputs which interactionally and collaboratively are modified by peers, are given in text form in 

discussion boards (Warschauer, 1996). 

Students who have participated in discussion board activities seemed to pay attention to a morphosyntactic operation, 

specifically in the context of Simple Past Tense in this study. It seems that interactions in discussion boards enable 

students to consider additional resources on the web to give responses to peers and use different strategies to 

communicate with them (Ortega, 1997). The results confirmed that students feel more comfortable when they are 

talking by writing to communicate or participate in an interaction in online environment (Ware, 2004). One of the 

reasons of having more comfortable may be that students have more time to think about what they need to response or 

TABLE 1. 

THE RESULTS PRE-TEST POST-TEST COMPARISON OF THE EXPERIMENTAL GROUP USING THE WILCOXON SIGNED RANK 

TEST FOR PAIRED SAMPLES 

Post-Pre Test n Mean Rank Sum of Ranks Z p 

Negative Ranks  0 0 0 3.724* 0 

Positive Ranks 18 9.5 171   

Ties 0     

*Based on negative ranks  

TABLE 2. 
THE RESULTS PRE-TEST POST-TEST COMPARISON OF THE CONTROL GROUP USING THE WILCOXON SIGNED RANK TEST FOR 

PAIRED SAMPLES 

Post-Pre Test n Mean Rank Sum of Ranks Z p 

Negative Ranks 5 8.1 40.5 0.35 0.72 

Positive Ranks 8 6.3 50.5   

Ties 1     

*Based on negative ranks 

 

 

 

 

 

*Based on negative ranks  

 

TABLE 3. 

THE COMPARISON OF THE GAIN SCORES FOR THE EXPERIMENT AND THE CONTROL GROUP USING THE MANN WHITNEY U-TEST FOR INDEPENDENT 

SAMPLES 

Groups n Mean Rank Sum of Ranks U p 

Experimental 18 9.07 127 22 0 

Control 14 22.28 401   

 

 

 

*Based on negative ranks  

 

 

 

 

 

*Based on negative ranks  
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give feedback (Yuan, 2003). In addition, use of discussion boards in language learning makes students more 

autonomous and maintains high motivation amongst the students to participate in discussion boards which produced 

better language learning (Donaldson, & Kotter, 1999). 

The study revealed that use of discussion boards has a positive effect on ESL students’ learning. As a successful case 

of English language learning, we believe that the more interaction occurs in online environment between students to 

students and students to an instructor in the case of language learning, the more student learning and use of different 

teaching strategies are encouraged. 

Future studies can focus on the analysis of discussions, as well as quantitative results with larger samples. In addition, 

conducting interview with students can help researchers to support the results. 
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