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Using Tracking in WebCT: A New Approach to Analyze Students Participation in Online Discussions
Need for the Idea

Online distance tools such as WebCT have been gaining popularity due to its various course management tools including course content searches, discussion board, chat room, private e-mail and calendar (Marsha, Price and McFadden, 2000). These tools can facilitate a variety of interactions among students, instructors and content (Bonk, 1999). Learner interactions need to be measured by the instructor (O’ Neil 2006). In the virtual world students and the instructor are in a geographically separated area and thus cannot observe them and supervise directly student learning (O’ Neil, 2006). It is instructor’s responsibility to watch students’ progress, monitor their various activities, evaluate them and coach them so that they learn as effectively as possible.
WebCT collect data on the extent to which students interact with content, other learners and the instructor. These interactions can be extracted by using the WebCT “student tracking” tool. The tracking tool can be found in many other course management systems including Angel, Black Board. Instructors can track students’ progress and see whether the students have studied the appropriate learning resources, practiced the online exercises, collaborated with their colleagues in their projects, or read the announcements for a course (Goldberg, 1996). Tracking student online activity can provide early warning indicators of student performance (Wang and Newlin 2002) which is particularly important as nonverbal cues such as eye contact and facial expressions are missing (Sutton, 2001). For instance, various research studies found that students who visited content pages more frequently showed greater academic performance than students who visited less frequently (Heffiner & Stanley, 2005; Miller, 2008). Wang and Newlin (2002) found that the total number of home page visits during the first week of course can be predictive of eventual academic outcomes in the course. 
The authors activated tracking tool in an online agricultural education class that was taught during Spring of 2010. The tracking tool provided useful information on students’ participation in online threaded discussions. The instructor used tracking information to provide timely feedback to students. The purpose of this poster is to share an online tracking tool application and its use to improve student engagement in learning process. 

How the Idea Works

 “Introduction to Learning Theory in Agricultural Education “was an online course delivered during Spring 2010 at a Mid-Western State University. As a part of this course, every week the course instructor posts a problem in the form of case study. These cases were placed in the discussion section.  Students were required to evaluate and analysis each case critically and respond to the case by posting their responses. Each student was required to post two responses for each case. To monitor students’ performance in this section, the instructor used tracking tool in WebCT. WebCT tracking is assumed to be a reliable tool for recording students’ interaction patterns based on the number of hits on specific areas/pages of the course website. The instructor used tracking information to monitor students’ activities in the discussion section to track time spent on: reading and analyzing posted case, posting individual responses, reading and analyzing peer posts, responding to peer posts and student login and logout information.  

Results

The instructor used the tracking data every week to give feedback to students’ on their activities; to confirm that all students are on the right path and engaged in the discussion as instructed; to verify that students read their peers posts before making the second posts; and to grade the assignment. Early in the semester, there were a few students who were not reading their peers’ posts at all or reading only a few, and/or making only one post, or posting at the last minute denying their peers opportunities to incorporate those perspectives into considerations in their reflections. The instructor timely feedback made students aware that that the instructor is engaged in the teaching and learning process and monitoring student participation in case discussions. After couple of feedbacks, the later stage tracking data showed that students followed instructions and read peer posts, completed discussions on schedule and made relevant and reflective contributions enhancing learning through discussion interactions. 

Implications/Future Plans
Using tracking data for measuring student performance is still a relatively new and underexplored area. The instructor used tracking information only for understanding students’ activities in the discussion section. McKnight and Demers’ (2003) research has shown that student behavior online can be predicted and that student tracking can be used to achieve both teaching and learning goals. Instructors can use tracking data for understanding over all student performance and behavior in online courses. In future courses the instructor would like to explore the association between students' interaction patterns and their academic performance, the study results may provide recommendations for students, educators and instructional designers for better designing and implementing online courses. 
Costs/Resources Needed 

The cost/ resources required for this activity are minimal. The primary requirement is to have an access to WebCT and enable the tracking option for the instructor. The instructor should have thorough knowledge in extracting and understanding student tracking information. With some training, instructors should be able to use tracking tool in their online classes. .
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