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USING THREADED DISCUSSIONS FOR ENHANCEMENT OF STUDENT PARTICIPATION AND LEARNING IN AN ONLINE AGRICULTURAL EDUCATION COURSE
Need for the Idea
Many U.S. universities deliver distance education courses, and a few departments of Agricultural Education are no exceptions (Roberts & Dyer, 2005). Instructors offering online courses are coming up with newer ways or using existing ones in newer ways to enhance student learning. A threaded discussion is one such tool. Threaded discussions are online postings pertaining to a specific topic and a group of such messages is considered a thread (Middlesex Community College, n.d.). Threaded discussions offer many advantages like improving higher-order thinking (Meyer, 2003), meeting the constructivist curricular objectives (Weasonforth & Meloni, 2002), helping students become participatory citizens (Larson & Keiper,2002), building online learning communities (Edelstein & Edwards, 2002) that enhance student learning, and improving students’ writing skills (Jordan, 2001). 
Despite the many advantages of using threaded discussions, it is often a challenge to design them in such a way that useful and course-related discussions are carried out. It has been our personal experience that some students lose focus and deviate from the posted assignment requirements and lead the discussion completely off track. Meyer (2003) categorized such responses as “social.” The goal is to keep students focused on the topics and engage them in a reflective and constructive discussion. We structured a threaded discussion assignment for an online agricultural education course offered in Spring 2010 in a particular way that helped students focus on the topic of the discussion and minimize deviations. The purpose of this poster is to share the model that was developed from this experience.
How the Idea Works
The first author taught the course: “Introduction to Learning Theory in Agricultural Education” during the Spring 2010 at University. Fifteen case studies, each based on a learning theory taught in the class were designed using threaded discussions and the students were required to participate in the discussions. Clear directions were given to help focus the discussion and minimize deviations from the topic. Also, duly following the suggestions of Larson and Keiper (2002), the students were required to post only a specific number of postings. Requiring students to post only a specific number of times helped students focus on the case.
The assignment was broken into two stages. Before starting the stage-one discussion, students were required to review the case and read the provided literature, and post their first responses based on their own experiences, the literature they read, and their overall perceptions of the situation. The anticipated learning outcomes from this stage were critical thinking, linking theory to practice, new idea generation and problem solving. In stage two, students were required to review a provided expert opinion on the case, review their peers’ first posts and re-consider their own first posts before articulating their second posts. The anticipated learning outcomes from this stage were developing new perspectives, gaining new knowledge and adopting new strategies to solve similar problems, or simply confirming that their first strategies were sound. This assignment structure was developed into a model (Figure 1) that could be used by instructors using threaded discussions in their courses. Further, this model identifies four components (input, process, output and outcome) under both stages providing a road map for online discussion design.   
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      Figure 1. 2-Stage Model for Threaded Discussions in Online Agricultural Education Courses
Results
All 17 students enrolled in the class participated in all the case discussions and completed the two required postings. There were no personal discussions that were completely out of the scope of the topics that were discussed. The second postings, after going through the expert and peer views, indicated that the students understood what their peers wrote and responded accordingly. The students also indicated why they chose to/not to change their original responses, which indicated that they reflected on what was asked of them, and reflection has been found to lead to higher-order thinking.
Future Plans

This course was considered as a pilot test. The researchers intend to test it once more in the Fall 2010 semester and validate the results from this study. However, the initial results indicated the utility of this 2-Stage Model in teaching online agricultural education courses. The results will be shared with the faculty in the department of Agricultural Education and Studies at the university, and with the broader community through a publication. 
Costs/Resources Needed 

The costs/resources involved are minimal. The instructors would need access to WebCt/Blackboard software and would require a teaching assistant (TA) versed with designing courses on WebCt/Blackboard. If there is no TA for the course, then the instructors would need to undergo a short training on designing courses on WebCt/ Blackboard.
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