
This study investigates community development in the online economics classroom through the 

presence of meaningful interaction within discussion board activities. The coding of discussion threads 

suggests that optimally restructuring discussion board activities lead to improved student-to-student 

interactions as evidenced by an increase in social and/or personal content, internal references, and 

personable/casual tone. In this study, restructuring discussions led students to express higher levels of 

procommunity agreement. This work provides further support that the formulation of discussion board 

structure is crucial in promoting meaningful interaction and community development that leads to 

improved outcomes in the online economics classroom.
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Online classrooms are increasingly being 
utilized by institutions of higher education in the 
United States. This is especially true for public 

steady increases in online enrollments over the last 

were enrolled in a distance education course, with 
14.9 percent, over 3 million, enrolled exclusively in 
distance education courses (Seaman et al., 2018). 
Increases in online enrollments have been propelled 
by both institutional-driven supply and student-
driven demand. According to the 2015 Survey of 
Online Learning, which was conducted by the 

by the Online Learning Consortium, about two-
thirds of academic leaders agree with the statement 

strategy of my institution.” The online classroom 

provides an additional source of revenue for large 
public institutions that have seen cuts in state and 
federal funding in recent years. Moreover, the 
online classroom can increase access to higher 
education, particularly for populations that might 
otherwise be unable to participate. Most recently, 
there was a surge in online learning due to the 
COVID-19 pandemic.

Rapid growth in the use of the online classroom 
has placed several capable, but inexperienced, 

are trained and experienced in face-to-face but not 
online instruction. While there are many similarities 
between the online and on-campus classrooms 
(more than most realize), traditional teaching 
methods often do not map perfectly into the online 

Pratt, 1999). The idiosyncrasies of online versus 
traditional face-to-face instruction have generated a 
literature that outlines strategies of effective practice 



2009). Studies emphasize the strategies of effective 
practice, or what some have called best practices, 
in areas such as course policies and expectations, 
time and assignment management, technological 

are particularly interested in the best practice of 
community building in the online classroom and, 

and nature of community that is developed through 
student engagement in discussion boards in the 
undergraduate online classroom.

boards, when properly implemented, can be 
instrumental in promoting community, deep 
learning, and learner satisfaction in an online 

given the previously discussed growing pains of 
the online classroom, are discussion boards being 
implemented in ways that achieve the desirable 
outcomes of community, deep learning, and learner 

board interactions in three undergraduate, online 
economics courses offered by the Department of 
Economics at a Research One State University, a 
department that has been experiencing rapid growth 
in its online enrollments over the past decade. We 

of discussion board structure and community 
building: What was the impact of the structure 
of discussion board activities on the presence 
of meaningful student-to-student interaction 
and community development within discussion 

activities, and the discussion interactions that 

The Importance of Community in the  
Online Classroom

Developing a sense of community in the online 
classroom is critical for several reasons. According 
to the constructivist paradigm, which posits that 

of interaction and connection between individuals, 

learning is a social construct in which students 

individually create their understanding of reality by 

language and concepts supplied by the course. 
Thus, community is not only important in the online 
classroom, or in any learning environment for that 

strong relationships between group members, e.g., 
students and the instructor in the online classroom, 
which (a) creates a space where students want to 
be, (b) encourages a positive learning experience, 
and (c) reduces isolation, all of which are crucial to 
student learning and persistence (Chernish, et al., 

positive short-term impacts on student learning and 
persistence, developing community in the online 
classroom is practical in that it prepares students 
for social, civic, and economic life beyond the 

community in the online classroom generates long-

opportunity to interact with a diverse set of persons 
through collaboration, debate, and dialogue.

At the most foundational level, community 

welcome, and can connect with others. Foundational 
community is described by Brown (2001) as 

In the online classroom, the foundational level of 
community is often achieved through what Rovai 

toward relationships among learners” (p. 5). In a 
more advanced sense, others have conceptualized 
community as a fully functioning community of 
learners (Cross, 1998), a community of practice 

of community, students not only feel welcome, 
comfortable, and connected, but they are motivated 
and encouraged through guidance, engage each 
other in rigorous discourse and dialogue, and 
build camaraderie through participation in casual, 
or nonformal, social interactions. More advanced 
levels of community are often developed through 



together towards a common goal or, as Rovai (2002) 

crucial to the development of community in 
the online classroom is the opportunity for, and 
presence of, meaningful interaction, which we 

classroom. This study emphasizes the relationship 
between meaningful interaction and community 
development by promoting student engagement 
in online discussion boards. Ultimately, we 
demonstrate that through careful design of course 
content, meaningful interactions increase leading 
to a higher sense of community.

There are multiple ways in which students can 
engage in meaningful interaction in the online 
economics classroom. Courses are often administered 
through a learning management system (LMS) 
that includes features such as discussion boards, 
chat rooms, group hangouts, and other resources, 
which according to Yang and Cornelious (2005) are 

created for collaboration and the development of 
community between participants. Learners often 

creation of, external portals strengthens online 

such as chat promote meaningful interaction by 

and connect with other students and the instructor. 
Media allow for the types of interactions that often 
occur naturally and spontaneously in face-to-face 
settings, creating a space where students and the 
instructor can engage and build community through 
meaningful interaction. Discussion boards also 
have the potential to initiate meaningful interaction 
within the LMS and can be used to assess student 

The purpose of this paper is to further investigate 
how discussion board activities can be structured 
to promote a greater level of meaningful interaction 
and, therefore, community development.

McKenna et al. (2019) investigated the ways 
in which the varying structure of discussion board 
activities across three undergraduate, online 

meaningful interactions within discussion threads 

and, therefore, community development. Discussion 

and guidelines, (c) incentives for participation, (d) 
instructor facilitation and guidance, and (e) tone of 
interactions. We will revisit the structural elements 
in detail below. 

ability to promote student engagement resulting in 
meaningful interaction and, therefore, community 
development in the online classroom. McKenna et 
al. (2019) found that differences in the structure of 
discussion board activities across courses had a large 
impact on the nature and extent of interactions that 

discussion board expectations and guidelines that 

threads led to perfunctory student participation 
and a low level of meaningful interaction amongst 

participation within discussion threads was found 

student-to-student interaction that further limited 
student engagement and community development 

who argue that excessive moderator presence in 
online discussions discourages students from 

One of the previous study limitations was that the 

of discussion board activities across courses. The 
design of this study, however, allows us to control 
for such differences through the investigation and 

place in one course over three semesters, i.e., three 
sections of the same course. Therefore, course 
content and instructor characteristics are held 
constant, while variation in student characteristics 
across semesters is inevitable, students are more 
similar in that they are all self-selecting into the 
same upper-level, undergraduate online elective 
course. This study focuses on a structural change 
in discussion board activities that occurred in one 
course between the spring and summer semesters 
of the 2017-2018 academic year. Therefore, we 
are able to observe student engagement within 



discussion board activities and student survey 
responses before and after the structural change 
in discussion board activities. Using data drawn 
from discussion threads, instructor observations, 
and student survey responses, we investigate the 

1. What was the impact of the structure of 
discussion board activities on the presence 
of meaningful student-to-student interaction 
and community development within 

2. How did the structure of discussion board 
activities, and the discussion interactions 

The paper proceeds as follows. In the next section 
we summarize the relationship between discussion 
board structure and community development in the 

Followed by a thorough description of the structure 
of discussion board activities in the course of 

We then investigate the effects of the restructuring 
using a mixed methods approach. This includes a 
coding analysis of discussion postings, a discussion 
of documented instructor observations, and 
regression analysis of student survey responses. A 
detailed description of data and methods will be 

and results. We then conclude with a summary of 

Discussion board activities can vary widely 
along multiple dimensions. In relatively large 
online classrooms, discussion board activities 
can be completed in groups as opposed to one, 
all-inclusive discussion thread in which students 
have the opportunity to interact with whomever 
they please. Further, an instructor may assign a 
particular role to each student within a discussion 
group, e.g., the instructor will have created 
expectations and guidelines that determine who 

place in terms of group member roles. Expectations 
and guidelines will affect the development of 
community in the online classroom through their 
ability to encourage, or discourage, meaningful 

interaction within discussion threads. Along with 
expectations and guidelines, McKenna et al. (2019) 
determined that there are four additional elements 
of discussion board structure: (a) prompt, (b) 
incentives for participation, (c) instructor facilitation 
and guidance, and (d) tone of interaction (Table 1). 
These separate, though interactive, elements are 

structured in relation to their ability to engage 
students and promote meaningful interaction 
among group members.

independently from the others, each element is 
interconnected in important ways. For instance, 
guidelines and expectations that emphasize 
interaction and are purposefully ambiguous 
leave room for the instructor to reward active 
participants in the discussion. Another important 
characteristic of each of the structural elements 
listed in Table 1 is that they can be managed by 
the instructor. This is important as the elements 

within discussion board activities (McKenna et 

participation behavior of students in a way that 
promotes meaningful interaction and community 
development in the online economics classroom.

In this study we investigate a restructuring 
of discussion board activities in an upper-level, 
online undergraduate economics course in which 
the structural elements expectations and guidelines 
(2) and instructor facilitation and guidance (4) were 

student engagement and promote meaningful 
interaction according to the descriptions in Table 1. 
The following section discusses the restructuring 
details.

This section outlines the restructuring of 

online economics course History of Economic 
Thought during the 2017-2018 academic year. We 
will begin with a description of the discussion board 
activities that were utilized in the fall and spring 
sections of the course, followed by a description 
of the restructured discussion board activities that 
were used in the summer section.



Fall 2017 and Spring 2018

and spring sections were designed identically and 
maintained the following structure:

1. 
the thread, i.e., their initial response to the 
discussion prompt.

2. The instructor would then respond to each 
student’s original post, commenting on the 
content of the student’s post and posing a 

3. 

posed in (2).
4. Additionally, and at any point during 

expected to post to another student’s 
subthread. The student could either respond 

on an interaction between the instructor 
and another student, or participate in an 
interaction between students. Essentially, 
the students were expected to engage with 
another student in some way.

three posts to the discussion thread: (a) an original 
post in response to the prompt, (b) a response post 

post to the instructor. This terminology was used 
in the coding exercise described below. Exploring 
discussion board activities, McKenna et al. (2019) 
found that students followed expectations and 
guidelines extremely well. However, discussion 
board expectations and guidelines limited the 
presence of student-to-student engagement. 

place within the discussion board activities were 
student-to-instructor interactions while the posts 

Ultimately, student participation within discussion 
board activities is best described as perfunctory 

motions.” These observations will be revisited in 
the Findings and Discussion section.

Summer 2018

activities in the summer section adopted the 
following structure:

1. 

discussion prompt.
2. After a certain number of days, the 

posts to the discussion thread. Posts would 
either emphasize common themes in 
students’ original responses, clarify common 
misunderstandings, or both.

3. Students were then instructed to engage in a 
discussion with their classmates concerning 
one of the themed posts made by the 
instructor.

As opposed to the more rigid expectations and 
guidelines of the fall and spring, the expectations and 
guidelines in the summer section were structured 
to promote engagement, in particular student-
to-student engagement, and were purposefully 
ambiguous to discourage perfunctory student 
participation. There is a difference in language 
used to describe the expectations and guidelines 

In the fall and spring sections, students were 
instructed that they were expected to participate 

a number.
Students in the summer section, however, 

response to the thread and then were instructed 
to engage in a discussion with their classmates, 
an expectation that is much more ambiguous 
and oriented towards promoting meaningful 
student-to-student interaction. Further, instructor 
facilitation and guidance was structured to be less 
overwhelming in the summer section. As opposed 
to the fall and spring, an emphasis was placed 

main themes” (Table 1). Restructured elements of 
discussion board activities in the summer section, 
relative to those of the fall and spring, can be seen 

(2019) (see Table 1).



To investigate the effect of restructuring on 
the presence of meaningful interaction within 
discussion bard activities, we employed three 
sets of data: discussion threads, documented 
instructor observations, and student perceptions of 
community as measured by survey responses.

Participants
Participants in this study were enrolled in 

History of Economic Thought, an upper-level, 
online undergraduate economics course at a 
Research One State University during the 2017-
2018 academic year spanning the Fall 2017, Spring 
2018, and Summer 2018 semesters. Participation 
of students across sections and the class level of 
participants are presented in Table 2. Across the 
three semesters, the course participants included 

33.33%). Continuing education students typically 
enroll in online courses at the university to earn 
course credits to transfer to their home university, 

personal reasons. The study participants were 

degrees at the Research One State University. 
All but two of the remaining participants were 

students were enrolled in the course during any 
semester. Because an introductory economics 

This course is heavily discussion based, with 

activities. While discussion board activities are 
utilized in all online economics courses to promote 
student engagement and facilitate student-to-
student interaction, discussion board activities in 
this course also serve as a primary tool in assessing 
student learning. Further, the instructor was the 
same over these three semesters and there were no 

Discussion Threads
To investigate the effectiveness of the 

restructuring of discussion board activities on 
promoting meaningful interaction and community 

development within discussion board activities we 

two discussion threads were randomly selected 
from each section to be coded, one from early in 
the semester and one from later in the semester, 
for a total of six discussion threads. Student 
names were removed from the discussion threads 
by noncoding members of the research team and 
replaced with a randomly chosen, but consistent, 

the participants during the analysis.

Survey Data
We further explored the effect of the 

restructuring on student perceptions of community 
in the online classroom through an investigation of 
student perceptions of community over the course of 
each semester. Survey data were collected through 
Qualtrics, where students had the opportunity 
to complete the Online Success Survey in two 
rounds: once early in the semester and once late 
in the semester. The survey included a variety of 

self-regulated learning, and community, among 
others. In this study, we made use of the four 
prompts that made up the community module 

to these prompts by selecting a level of agreement 
ranging from strongly disagree (0) to strongly 
agree (10).

Instructor Observations
In addition to the discussion threads and survey 

data, this study includes a discussion of documented 

the instructor at the end of the summer semester. 

Microsoft Word document by the instructor and 
recorded their experience with the discussion board 

Discussion Threads
The study employs a similar coding exercise 

(2019). The coding rubric measures the development 
of community within discussion board activities 
through its ability to measure both the occurrence 

members within discussion threads, a relationship 



Swan, 2002). Coding occurred in three stages, 
preliminary calibration, intermediate calibration, 

stages of coding were to calibrate both coders and 
the coding rubric to strengthen the reliability and 
validity of the exercise.

stage, two discussion posts were randomly drawn 
from the sampled discussion threads in each of 
the three courses under study and coding was 
performed on each discussion post. The results of 
the preliminary coding exercise were examined 
by each of the coders, and general characteristics 
found among the preliminary sample of discussion 

coding rubric in response to unforeseen, structural 
consistencies across posts. An additional two 
discussion posts were then selected at random for 
each course, coded, and compared across coders in 
the intermediate calibration stage. This stage served 

made in the preliminary calibration stage. In the 

the sampled discussion threads were coded and 

the codes produced by the principal investigator 

The Coding Rubric
The rubric we used to code discussion postings 

is given in Figure 1. Each row of the rubric 
represents a single post made to a discussion thread. 
The rubric columns represent important features 
of the thread that were used to characterize the 
development of community.

 The 
administrative numbers identify the study 
participant and the discussion thread to which the 

Poster,” each post is coded as being made by a 
student or the instructor.

of each individual post. All discussion posts can be 
seen by everyone participating in the thread, and 
in that sense all posts have a collective audience. 
However, some posts are made generally to the 

to another student or the instructor.
Communication.

a post with respect to its level of communication as 

response (i.e., a response to a response). The 
analysis does not focus on identifying who 
interacts with whom, as might be done in a social 



on interaction and documenting the distribution of 
posts according to their place within the discussion

Content. This feature was nonmutually 

content characteristics of each discussion posting. 
When a post included a reference to an article, a 

the post was coded as containing a Resource.

content must have contained unsolicited personal 

for students to answer a discussion prompt using 

content describes a social aspect of community that 

participant in the discussion or posed generally, 
the post was coded as Question. A post was coded 
as Answer if the nature of the post was an answer 

responses were coded as having Answer content 
if they made a content related contribution to the 
discussion. A Resource can be differentiated from 
a Reference in that a post that contained a resource 
provided access to the information within the post, 
whereas a reference provided information without 
also providing what was needed for another 
participant to access that information themselves. 
This distinction mostly applied to posts containing 
information external to the discussion thread itself 
and labelled External Reference. Lastly, a post was 
coded as containing an Internal Reference if there 
was a reference to an earlier post made by another 
student or the instructor.

Tone. This feature attempts to determine 
the affective nature of discussion postings. 
Determining the Tone of a discussion post can 
be complicated. To simplify the analysis, three 
nonmutually exclusive subcategories were included: 

The category Professional was used as the default 
tone. Discussion posts were coded as Inappropriate 
if the posts were explicitly hurtful or divisive and 
if the existence of the posts would have a negative 
impact on the development of community in the 
online classroom. Postings were coded as having 

 Examples were retained for reference in 
the Example section of the rubric and the discussion 
prompt was also included.

Survey
To investigate whether student perceptions 

of community changed substantially over the 
semester we employed a difference-in-differences 

differences in mean responses across sections, over 
time, by estimating versions of the following model 
for each of the four prompts:

 in round r to be a 

was completed. The Summer section of the course 
is the treated group since it was the section that 

activities while the fall and spring sections are 
considered the nontreated, or reference, group. The 
variable R is a survey round dummy variable that 
allows for differences in mean responses within 
sections over time.

impact of being in the Summer section on the 
change in student perceptions of community over 

restructuring of discussion board activities had on 
changing student perceptions of community over 

understanding of the relationship between 
discussion board structure and community 
development, we hypothesize that the parameter 

we expect students in the summer section, who 

structure, to display a more positive change in 
their perceptions of community if the structural 
change in discussion board activities was in fact 

and community development. We employed a one-
sided t-test to assess the hypothesis.

Coding Discussion Threads
The results of the coding exercise are shown 



coding exercise is that the change in structure 
led to a reduction in the number of posts students 
made to the discussion board. In fact, the number 
of posts per student fell by 0.7 posts per student 
after the intervention from an average of 2.8 posts 
per student in the fall and spring semesters to 2.1 

the struggle that instructors often face when 
formulating the expectations and guidelines for 
discussion board activities. Rigid expectations 
and guidelines can guarantee a certain amount of 
participation that is often perfunctory in nature, 
while more ambiguous expectations and guidelines 
may lead to a reduced amount of participation 

that follow, we investigate whether the reduced 
participation that occurred in the summer was in 
fact more meaningful.

Next, we found that instructor participation 
and student-to-instructor interaction dominated 
discussion board activities in the fall and spring, but 
not in the summer semester after the restructured 
discussion board activities were implemented. In 
the fall and spring sections, an average of 37.2% 
of student posts were general responses to the 

directed at the instructor, and 32.0% of student 
posts were directed towards fellow students. The 

4. Further, the Communication of student posts 
was similarly divided between Original (35.9%), 

(35.5%) during the fall and spring semesters.

adherence to the expectations and guidelines given 
by the instructor, which stipulated that students were 

response to the prompt, a response post to another 

are extremely capable of following directions 
(McKenna et al., 2019), it also suggests that there 
was little if any student-to-student interaction 
occurring within discussion board activities.

Essentially, discussion threads in the fall and 
spring were composed of separate conversations 
between individual students and the instructor. The 

the prompt, the instructor would respond to each 

student’s initial post, and then the students would 
respond to the instructor’s response. During the 
student-to-instructor interaction one other student 

and guidelines, and write a post of the following 

you …” Supportive third-party student-to-student 

not contribute to student engagement and ongoing 
meaningful interaction across students. Ultimately, 
two-thirds of student posts made to discussion boards 
in the fall and spring semesters can be characterized 
as contributing to student-to-instructor interaction, 
while one-third were supportive third-party posts 

Alternatively, in the summer section, 
the instructor made only three collective 
posts in response to the themes and common 
misunderstandings found in the original posts of 
students. Thus, the instructor did not interact with 
students at the individual level within discussion 
threads during this semester, and it can be seen 
in the number of student posts from the summer 
section that were coded as having Instructor as 
their audience, which is zero (Table 4). This does 
not imply that instructor-to-student interaction 
surrounding discussion post activities was absent. 
As we discuss below, the instructor provided 

outside of the discussion threads. Similar to the 

student posts in the summer were general responses 
to either the discussion prompt or one of the three 
themed instructor posts as seen in the Collective 
column of Table 4. However, since student responses 
to the instructor’s themed posts were Collective in 

the fall and spring semesters. In some instances, 
students decided not to respond directly to the 
themed posts made by the instructor but instead to 

among other students. This style of participation 
was completely acceptable given the relatively 
ambiguous nature of the expectations and 

15% of the student posts in the summer can be 
characterized as contributing to ongoing student-
to-student interaction. While the number seems to 



be a decrease from the fall and spring sections, the 
amount of student-to-student interaction actually 
increased in the summer section. This is because 

to student-to-instructor interactions in the fall and 

posts in the summer contributed to ongoing 
student-to-student interactions.

Moving to the Content and Tone portions 
of Table 4, we found that discussion posts in the 

casual tone, and (c) engage with the posts of other 

or personal content within discussion posts. In 
particular, about 20% of the posts in the summer 

compared to 3% of the posts in the fall and spring. 
A similar pattern holds for the share of discussion 

which increased from an average of 3% to 12% of 
the posts after the intervention. Lastly, there was a 
large increase in the number of discussion posts that 
contained an internal reference. Panel A shows that 
the average share of posts containing an Internal 
Reference increased from 3% in the fall and spring 

that it indicates that students were interacting with 
the posts of their peers and there was no indication 
of this occurring in the fall and spring. While 
coding the discussion threads, however, we noticed 
that the instructor also made internal references 
in their themed posts. We further investigated 
the nature of the internal references made within 
discussion posts to see if students were actually 
interacting with the content posted by their fellow 
classmates, or if students were merely parroting the 
internal references made by the instructor.

In the fall and spring sections, before the 
restructuring of discussion board activities, the 
participation of the instructor in discussion board 
activities could be characterized as one-on-one 
since discussion threads were mostly composed 
of isolated student-to-instructor interactions. 
However, the restructuring that occurred before the 
summer section changed the nature of instructor 
participation to be more social. In fact, the three 
themed posts made by the instructor during 
the summer semester would often cite different 

internal references in their themed posts. Here is 
one example:

old industries and the unemployment that 
results as one of the major costs of new 
innovations. As (Student 3) and (Student 
12) noted, there are hopes that those who 

of creative destruction will be able to move 
into another area of work … 

Interestingly, this behavior was replicated 
amongst students in their interactions with each 
other. For instance, one student wrote:

(Student 13) noted that Amazon has reduced 
the need for brick-and-mortar stores. 
Since more companies are doing business 
online now, I feel the government should 
help people who lose their jobs to pay for 
education or training in the technological 

both mention how everything is turning to 
automation or digital … 

And another wrote:

Hi, (Student 2). I do not agree with you. 

instead. I think the government should help 
people … who are unemployed by AI or  
IT reasons … 

As can be seen in the examples above, 
the students did not merely parrot the internal 
references of the instructor. Instead, they were more 

wide variety of students, suggesting a higher level 
of engagement with the content posted by other 
students than in the previous fall and spring sections. 

internal references were almost always different 
than those given by the instructor. We see this 
result as emphasizing the role of the instructor as 
an interaction exemplar in online discussion board 
activities. Instructors can encourage the type of 
behavior they wish to observe through participating 
in that manner within discussion threads. Further, 
exemplar participation by the instructor may help 
students better understand how to participate and 



interact in the discussion board activities when 
expectations and guidelines are structured to 
be purposefully ambiguous so as not to promote 
perfunctory participation.

the observed challenges and successes associated 
with the restructuring of discussion board 
activities. We will begin by discussing the observed 
challenges. First, the instructor found that the 
adoption of less rigid expectations and guidelines 
may have contributed to less active participation 
early in the semester:

… it quickly became clear that many 
students were defaulting to providing an 
answer to the prompt without directly or 
indirectly responding to their classmates. 
I provided thorough feedback to each 

emphasizing that they needed to answer 
the discussion prompts but also respond to 
the ideas of a classmate. It was sometimes 
necessary to specify that such a response 
needed to go beyond stating agreement  
or disagreement.

This suggests that promoting meaningful 
interaction through purposefully ambiguous 
expectations and guidelines may need to be 

early in the semester to ensure that students are 
meeting participation expectations. However, it is 
important to continue to be consistent regarding 

to the ideas of a classmate” may account for the 
overall fewer average number of posts per student in 

coding exercise suggest, participation expectations 
may also be achieved through exemplar instructor 
participation. Second, restructuring the discussion 
board activities in a way that drastically reduced 
the extent of instructor participation made the 

be expected since a larger portion of the discussion 
was being driven by student-to-student interaction 
in the summer semester. However, the instructor 

posts] did provide a valuable opportunity to ‘rescue’ 
a conversation that was less dynamic than hoped.”

Moving on to the observed successes, the 

instructor found that the restructuring of discussion 
board activities improved meaningful interaction 
among students:

[The new structure] seemed to promote 
greater engagement between students. On 
several occasions, students went out of 
their way to trade ideas back-and-forth, 
and in general, the conversations felt more 
like conversations. You could see the thread 
of the conversation developing in response 
to each follow-up, compared to the more 
scattered fragments of conversation that 
were common when students would respond 
individually to each other and to me.

suggested a large increase in student-to-student 
interaction and engagement. Second, the themed 

common misperception”:

The follow-up prompt could encourage 
students to delve deeper into [an] 
application by pulling out a particular 
nuance. On the other hand, it could ask 
students to engage critically with an 
alternative interpretation, especially if 
many students answered on one side of 
an issue … My follow-up [could] focus 
on clarifying the misconception—without 

“incorrect” answers—and then trying to 
redirect students without discarding their 
original ideas.

Lastly, the instructor found that the 
restructuring of discussion board activities was a 

 … responding to the class as a whole 
by posting questions based on the ideas 
of groups of students meant that I could 
maintain the level of thoughtful interaction 
that I tried to have with students even in a 
larger class.

This has important implications for the scalability 

structures that accommodate larger class sizes while 
promoting meaningful interaction and community 
development are paramount given recent trends in 



online enrollments (Lederman, 2018). Ultimately, 

Discouraging perfunctory participation in online 
discussion board activities through the use of more 

can initially lead to a lower level of participation, 
which we observed through the decline in the 
average number of posts made by student per 
discussion board activity. However, through timely 

the instructor can encourage meaningful student-
to-student interaction within discussion board 

Survey Results
A summary of the survey responses can be 

seen in Table 5, which displays the mean survey 
responses for each community module prompt by 
section and round. We list the prompts again here 
for reference:

 I learn best when I feel connected to other 
students.

 I learn best when I feel connected to the 
instructor.

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

personal about my instructor and fellow 
classmates (such as hobbies or pets).

of connecting with other students in the online 
economics classroom. In the bottom row of Table 5 

seem to neither agree nor disagree that connecting 

outcomes in the online economics classroom. This 
is indicated by the mean responses of 5.8, 5.4, and 
5.1 to prompts P1, P2, and P3, respectively. On the 
other hand, however, students seem to agree that 

the instructor,” where we observe that the mean 
response to prompt P2 was 7.5 across all sections 
and rounds of surveys. Second, in the summer 
course, students consistently expressed lower 
levels of agreement with statements in favor of 
community early in the semester. This observation 

comes from a simple comparison of the mean Early 
responses of summer students relative to the Early 
mean responses of fall and spring students in Table 
5. Lastly, agreement with statements concerning 
community consistently increased over the semester 
for students in the summer section. Increased 
community was not necessarily true for students in 
the fall and spring sections, where average levels of 
agreement increased and decreased across different 
community module prompts.

We employed the simple DD regression model 
discussed previously to test whether the observations 
made above are statistically different from random 

regression results do not change from Panel A to 

point estimates and the estimated precision. First, 
as was observed in the raw means displayed in 
Table 5, students in the summer section expressed 
lower levels of agreement early in the semester. 
Early lower levels of agreement is evidenced by the 

Summer variable, which is essentially an indicator 
variable for the Early round of the summer section. 
Second, for students in the summer Treated 
section, the level of agreement with community 
module prompts increased over the semester while 
it remained constant, or marginally decreased, for 
students in the fall and spring nontreated sections.

This result is evidenced by the marginally 

level of agreement across groups over the semester, 

We tested the statistical validity of this 
positive estimate through two tests. First, we 
employ a one-sided t-test on the null hypothesis 

for all community module prompts except for 

connected to the instructor.” In fact, given that 
the students in the summer section experienced 
a reduced amount of instructor facilitation and 



guidance within discussion threads, an estimate 
of the DD parameter that is closer to zero might 
be expected. Second, we employed tests where we 

sections and estimate separate regressions under 
the assumption that the fall and spring sections 
were treated by the discussion board restructuring, 
respectively, while the summer section was not. We 
then performed an identical hypothesis test on the 
implied DD parameter estimates under alternative 

that the placebo DD parameter estimates are less 

fall below 0.30. From our regression analysis, we 
conclude that the restructuring of discussion board 

effect on student perceptions of community in the 
online economics classroom over the course of the 

classmates.

This study was an initial step in employing 
and developing best practices for discussion board 
activities in an undergraduate economics class in 
order to address minimal meaningful interaction 
and community development in previous courses. 
Based on the intervention, we were able to 
improve student-to-student interaction and thus 
improve student perceptions of community, but the 
intervention was limited to one class in one semester. 

implemented in additional classes to increase the 
sample size and implement the intervention with 
additional instructors. In addition, applying the 

of courses with diverse student populations and 

practices for online discussions designed with an 
intent to create engagement among students.

Our results reinforce previous claims that 
properly implemented discussion boards can serve 

the restructuring of discussion boards in this upper-
level, online economics course. This assessment 
is supported by the survey results and literature 

to the discussion board, the online History of 
Economic Thought course progressed along the 
community continuum from a foundational level 
of community, where students felt welcome and 
comfortable, to an advanced level of community 
that entails encouragement through guidance and 
engagement in rigorous discourse. In the summer 
semester, student-to-student engagement improved 

students were given the opportunity to interact.

community in the online classroom is through 
structuring discussion boards more optimally (see 
Table 1) in order to promote student engagement and 
to foster meaningful interaction. It was imperative 
for the instructor to create expectations for 
participation that were intentionally ambiguous to 
avoid perfunctory posts that were autonomous and 
hindered meaningful student-to-student interaction. 
In addition, the instructor needed to be less visibly 
engaged for student interactions to be at the forefront 
and for students be more reliant on their student-
to-student interactions for success. At the same 
time, it was necessary for the instructor to be an 
exemplar and model their interaction expectations. 
Ultimately, increasing student engagement leads to 
more meaningful interactions that promote a sense 
of community in the online classroom.
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