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ABSTRACT
This study examined the effects and usefulness of blending asynchronous
online discussion (AOD) with face-to-face (FTF) reading classes on first-year Saudi
Arabian secondary school students’ Arabic reading comprehension, participation,

interaction and learning processes.

A sequential mixed methodology approach was applied, including quantitative
and qualitative research data collection and analysis. Two teachers and 64 students
participated. The first part involved a quasi-experimental quantitative design with two
groups to examine the impact of BL on students’ comprehension scores. In the control
group, 32 students participated in traditional FTF learning only. In contrast, 32
students in the experimental group participated in both FTF and AOD learning via 12
online group discussions over six weeks. Both groups were given the same pre-and
post-comprehension tests. The second part involved qualitative semi-structured
interviews with 16 students from the experimental, blended group and the two

teachers. The third part involved quantitative and qualitative analysis of the AODs.

The main finding of this study was that students in the experimental BL group
did not improve significantly more than those in the FTF group in overall
comprehension post-test scores, or literal, inferential and evaluative comprehension
sub-levels. However a comparison within groups revealed that the experimental BL
group demonstrated a significant improvement in test scores for overall and all sub-
levels of comprehension while students in the control, FTF group only improved

significantly in overall and literal comprehension.

Overall, this study concludes that although there was no significant effect of

blending AOD with FTF reading classes in terms of students’ reading comprehension



compared to FTF learning, the integration of AOD design has the potential to benefit
students’ participation, learning about comprehension strategies, and interaction.
However, there were some challenges that must be considered. A number of
recommendations are provided for designing effective AOD activities to support

teaching and learning in Arabic reading classes.

Vi
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CHAPTER ONE

INTRODUCTION
1.1 Overview

The current study investigates the effects and contribution of blending asynchronous
online discussion (AOD) with face-to-face (FTF) classes as a teaching and learning approach
on Saudi secondary school students’ Arabic reading comprehension achievement, learning
processes, participation and interaction during class. The study aims also to explore secondary
school students’ and teachers’ perceptions of the usefulness and challenges of this approach.
Blended learning (BL) in this study is defined as a combination of traditional FTF learning
and AOD learning approaches. This study examines the usefulness of such learning and
teaching methods for students’ Arabic reading skills and capabilities, which are important
components of the Arabic language curriculum (Al-Khalifa, 2004; Ministry of Education,
2007, 2012, 2013). The Saudi Arabian educational curricula are undergoing major changes
and developments in various areas, including the Arabic language. In addition, the Ministry of
Education has introduced programs and projects to improve the educational curricula, and
teaching and learning practices. These developments include: applying effective approaches
to teaching and learning; developing new curricula; changing the roles of teachers, students
and schools; and integrating various advanced educational technologies (Ministry of
Education, 2012; Ministry of Education Website, 2013; Tatweer Project, 2013).

Particularly, through these developments, the Ministry of Education aims to achieve
some strategic goals. The first aim is to improve students’ outcomes, performances and
general learning abilities and capabilities in different curriculum areas, including reading
abilities and skills. Second, it proposes to improve the learning and teaching methods and

practices by providing more opportunities to introduce student-centered approaches, in which
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learners are active contributors (Tatweer Project, 2013). In parallel, the new curriculum aims
to implement more interactive and collaborative approaches to learning, employing recent and
advanced technology tools to enhance and support students’ learning. The new vision focuses
on developing essential skills to prepare students for productive work and success in their life
(Ministry of Education, 2012; Ministry of Education Website, 2013; Tatweer Project, 2013).

There is widespread agreement among educators that teaching methods and content
must be changed to meet the needs of this new generation (Baker, 2010). Educators, through
integration of technology, should provide learners with more opportunities for student-
centered learning (Quintana, Shin, Norris, & Soloway, 2006; Steel & Hudson, 2001),
collaborating and communicating with teachers and peers (Stahl, Koschmann, & Suthers,
2006), expanding the learning time and place beyond the classroom environment (Venezky,
2004), fostering new literacy skills and critical thinking (Baker, 2010; Collins & Halverson,
2009; Leu Jr, 2002), and teaching them how to learn, not only what to learn (Barnes, Marateo,
& Ferris, 2007).

As stated above, to achieve these goals, a new curriculum has been implemented and
various educational technologies have been introduced in different levels of schools (e.g.,
primary, intermediate and secondary). However, a review of the literature indicated that
research on how BL could contribute to this development, is still limited, particularly at the
school level. There is a need for research and empirical evidence to guide and accompany the
new development programs and offer examples of how various online tools can contribute to
the curriculum development and facilitate effective learning and teaching approaches in the
Saudi Arabian context.

In this study, the researcher chose AOD as a teaching and learning mode for
facilitating students’ group discussion in Arabic reading classes. The usefulness of this

teaching and learning method and its effects on students’ reading comprehension and learning
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processes are explored. Mastering reading comprehension and skills are critical for students’
success in their academic outcomes as well as in their life (Al-Khalifa, 2004). In addition, the
Ministry of Education in Saudi Arabia paid great attention to improving and developing the
reading curriculum (Ministry of Education, 2007, 2012; Tatweer Project, 2013). It aims to
support the reading curriculum and students’ learning by introducing some effective teaching
and learning approaches that can be facilitated by online learning tools.

Particularly, the new development program in Saudi Arabia aims to adopt active,
interactive and collaborative approaches to support students’ comprehension. One aim of the
current study is to investigate how these changes could contribute to learning. Therefore,
previous research was reviewed to outline teaching approaches proven to be effective in
supporting students’ reading comprehension. These successful approaches include explicit
instruction of comprehension skills and strategies (Aghaie & Zhang, 2012; Cameron, 2009;
Duke & Pearson, 2002; McLaughlin, 2012; Rajabi, Rezaei, & Afshari, 2013; Tierney &
Readence, 2005), application of discussion and cooperative approaches (Applebee, Langer,
Nystrand, & Gamoran, 2003; Cameron, 2009; Tierney & Readence, 2005), answering teacher
questions (NICHD, 2000), and generating questions about a text (Dole, Duffy, Roehler, &
Pearson, 1991; NICHD, 2000; Palincsar & Brown, 1984).

To explore the development of students’ learning and comprehension, some of these
approaches are combined and applied in this study and facilitated through the use of BL,
specifically AOD. This method of interaction was chosen as previous studies suggested that
the application of such a tool (AOD) can support student participation (Conklin, 2005; V.
Jewell, 2005; Northrup, 2007; S. Yu, 2009). In addition, AOD provides an opportunity to
expand a learning opportunity beyond the physical and time limitations of the classroom
(Conklin, 2005; Northrup, 2007; Wu & Hiltz, 2004). It also enables all students to have more,

and equal, chance and time to participate (Pena-Shaff, Altman, & Stephenson, 2005). The use
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of online discussion supports the social construction of knowledge and sharing of ideas
(Conklin, 2005; Grisham & Wolsey, 2006). However, although AOD has some advantages it
may also pose some challenges, such as learners’ feeling of isolation (Conklin, 2005; Krebs,
2004), difficulties in using and accessing technology (Hew, Cheung, & Ng, 2010) and
students’ experiencing a heavy workload (Hew et al., 2010; E. Murphy & Colema, 2004).

As stated above, there is a lack of studies that focus on the use of online learning at the
secondary school level (U.S. Department of Education, 2009). Although many studies have
investigated the use of online discussion in post-secondary education, only a few have
examined its integration in secondary school contexts (Cheong & Cheung, 2008; Conklin,
2005; Jewell, 2005; Love, 2002; Northrup, 2007; Yu, 2009). Of the few studies that examined
using online tools at the secondary school level, none investigated the integration of AOD on
reading comprehension at the secondary school level in Saudi Arabia.

Therefore, this research is an attempt to address that gap by exploring the
effectiveness of using group discussion accompanied with effective teaching approaches,
facilitated through AOD tools at the secondary school level in Saudi Arabia. This study also
contributes to the recent research in reading curriculum and aims to contribute to

improvement of teaching and learning practice in general.

1.2 Statement of Problem

Reading instruction is considered important and central for students’ learning.
Students spend most of their studying and learning time by reading (Irvan, Buehl, & Klemp,
2007), and obtaining information and knowledge in various forms and from different sources,
including print or digital materials. Mastering reading skills helps learners to study and learn
effectively and successfully in different content areas (Al-Khalifa, 2004; Karlin, 1978;
Neufeld, 2005). In addition, reading skills are considered important for learners’ success not

only in an academic context but also for their life-long learning (Al-Khalifa, 2004).
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Therefore, great attention must be given to teaching reading comprehension skills effectively
while students are at school.

In Saudi Arabia, reading instruction is included at all levels of schooling, including
primary, intermediate and secondary grades. However, based on the teaching experience of
this researcher at the secondary school level and mentoring of pre-service teachers, on
previous research carried out in some cases in Saudi Arabia (Al-Muntashiri, 2009; Alhaidari,
2006; Qenaey, 2008), and reports and documents published by the Ministry of Education
(2007, 2012, 2013), there are some limitations in the typical FTF teaching of reading
comprehension to students. These problems are compounded when teachers face difficulties
and challenges in teaching in general and particularly teaching reading comprehension. A
summary of some key issues follows. First, in FTF learning not all students have the
opportunity to participate in discussion about a text as the duration of typical reading lessons
is short, and learning is restricted to classroom time and not expanded beyond this
environment. Second, textbooks and teachers are one of the main sources of information, thus
limiting the interactive learning opportunities for students. Third, the use of interactive and
collaborative forms of learning, and many-to-many communication tools is rarely supported
in the typical FTF classroom environment. These limitations were one of the motivations for
implementing the new plans for innovation and development across all Saudi Arabian
education systems and curricula, including reading.

Evidence of the new Ministry of Education plans at work already exists. There have
been some recent increases in the use of educational technology and Internet tools in various
levels of education in Saudi Arabia, including secondary school level (Ministry of Education,
2011). In addition, the Saudi Government has introduced some e-tools and programs in the
education system (Ministry of Education, 2011). However, as stated above, few studies have

been conducted on the implementation of online learning, and specifically AODs at secondary
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school level. The lack of research in this area makes it difficult to understand the potential
and drawbacks of implementing AOD in teaching practice. Indeed, without sufficient
empirical research, it will be difficult for educators and policy makers to effectively
implement AOD in their practice.

In summary, the reasons for conducting this research include the need to improve
learners’ Arabic reading comprehension abilities, to address the limitations that teachers
currently face in their teaching of reading comprehension, to provide more effective,
collaborative and interactive teaching approaches in teaching reading comprehension, and to

shift learning and teaching from teacher-centered to student-centered.

These aims could be achieved by taking advantage of the affordances of online group
discussion. Implementation of online discussions could provide opportunities for various
types of students’ interaction. For example, in online discussions students have more time and
opportunity to discuss, and respond to each other. These opportunities are more limited in
FTF classes. In online settings learners are provided with flexible time for practicing
collaborative work in which students are encouraged to read other’s, postings and share their

thoughts with peers, provide and seek support.

Online discussion also may have the potential to facilitate a student-centered learning
approach in which students take more active roles and responsibilities in the learning process
and in constructing their own knowledge by reading, posting, responding, discussing, sharing
their thoughts, and articulating their own reflections. These affordances of online discussion -
which are limited in FTF classes- could help in supporting students’ learning and their

reading comprehension.
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Furthermore, this research provides empirical evidence to support the recent and
current development and change in using technology in education, addressing the paucity of

research in this area.

Therefore, the researcher investigates how the integration of AOD into FTF classes
could support reading comprehension teaching and learning as well as address some of the

limitations of current teaching practices.

1.3 Aims of the Study

There are five main aims for conducting this study. The first aim is to explore the
effectiveness of blending AOD with FTF reading classes on secondary school students’
reading comprehension scores in comparison to FTF only classes. This aim is explored by
comparing the reading comprehension test scores of BL versus FTF learning groups as well
as comparing pre-test and post-test scores within groups. The second aim is to investigate
how students participate in AOD about a reading from a set text. The third aim is to examine
how students interact with others in AOD. The second and third aims are achieved through
content analysis of students’ AOD and students’ semi-structured interviews. The fourth aim is
to examine how teachers facilitate students’ discussion. This aim is achieved by the content
analysis of teachers’ posts in AOD and semi-structured interviews. The fifth aim is to
investigate students’ and teachers’ perceptions of integrating AOD in their reading classes.
This aim is explored by analysing students’ and teachers’ answers to interview questions

concerning their views on this form of teaching practice.

1.4 Research Questions

In order to achieve the aims of this study, the following questions are formulated:
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1. Do students who participate in AOD as a supplement to FTF learning perform better
on reading comprehension tests compared with students who engage only in FTF
learning?

2. Do students in each group (FTF and BL) demonstrate significant improvement in their
reading comprehension scores from pre-test to post-test?

3. How do students participate in AOD about a reading from a set text?

4. How do students interact with others in AOD about a reading from a set text?

5. How do teachers facilitate students” comprehension during AOD about a reading from
a set text?

6. What are the students’ perceptions of the usefulness of using AOD on their learning
and reading comprehension?

7. What are the teachers’ perceptions of the usefulness of using AOD on teaching and

learning in reading classes?

1.5 Definition of Terms

Social Constructivism Theory suggests that learners learn and construct their
knowledge through social interaction with others. This theory is based on key principles of
social interaction, internalisation, scaffolding and the Zone of Proximal Development (ZPD)
(Vygotsky, 1978).

Face-to-Face Learning (FTF) refers to traditional learning and teaching that requires
the presence of students and teachers in the same place at the same time, such as in a
classroom; otherwise known as synchronous learning. This term is used to differentiate online
discussion from a FTF approach (Westwood, 2008).

Discussion Forums (DF) refer to websites where learners can post messages, read
and reply to messages posted by others. They involve individual messages and threads of

related messages (Davis, 2009).
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Asynchronous Online Discussion (AOD) can be described as the involvement of
various learners or groups in online discussions or conversations in which each member
participates by posting messages and responding to others where the interaction does not
occur in real time (Dawley, 2007; Watkins, 2005); also known as asynchronous learning.

Blended Learning (BL) refers to a combination of FTF and online forms of teaching
and learning. In this study it refers to a combination of FTF and AOD learning (Graham,
2006).

Reading Comprehension refers to constructing and extracting meaning through
interaction with texts (Snow, 2002). In this study, it is operationalised as involving three
levels of comprehension: literal, inferential and evaluative reading. Each level involves some
reading comprehension strategies that are used to comprehend the text. Literal comprehension
involves strategies that help to extract and recall information mentioned directly in a text,
such as identifying facts. In the inferential level of reading comprehension, the reader seeks a
higher level of comprehension by obtaining meanings that are not directly stated in the text.
At this level, various strategies can be applied, including interpretation, inference and
prediction. In the evaluative level of comprehension, the reader judges and evaluates the text
and its content by applying strategies such as distinguishing between facts and opinions (J.
Almasi & Fullerton, 2012; Brassell & Rasinki, 2008; Day & Park, 2005; Duffy, 2009; Irvan et

al., 2007; Karlin, 1978; Pearson & Johnson, 1972).

1.6 Significance of the Study

The study is significant in a number of ways. Firstly, the study provides empirical
evidence on the effects and contribution of blending AOD with FTF instruction on students’
reading comprehension, participation, interaction and learning process. The findings of this
study could help policy-makers understand how Internet-mediated learning can support

teachers’ practices as well as students’ academic achievement and learning.
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Valuable lessons may be learned regarding the affordances of AOD in the learning
process. Such lessons may help to contribute to the recent change and development in
teaching reading in Saudi Arabia to meet the Ministry of Education’s goal and vision of
supporting and improving students’ learning and reading comprehension skills and abilities,
as well as cultivating high levels of thinking and critical reading skills. The application of
AOD to support FTF classes in this study has implications for educators, Arabic teachers, and
course designers.

The study offers a practical example of how AOD may be designed and implemented
in secondary school Arabic reading classes including their rationale, procedures, strategies,
challenges and evaluation. This study can assist instructional designers who aim to introduce
similar educational changes and improve the practice of teaching reading.

Secondly, the study contributes to the literature concerning how the use of AOD may
facilitate students’ comprehension, participation, interaction and learning in Arabic language
reading. As stated earlier, there is a lack of studies that investigate the contribution of AOD
on students’ reading comprehension and their learning processes at the secondary school level
and specifically in the Saudi context.

Thirdly, regarding the methodological significance, this study uses a mixed-methods
design that includes quantitative and qualitative data collection tools and analyses, including
the detailed analysis of students and teachers discussions in AOD. The use of such approaches
and detailed investigation of the learning process strengthens the current research findings and
provides in-depth understanding of the phenomena under investigation. In addition, new
reading comprehension tests were developed for this study, which can be used by teachers
and other researchers to assess students’ comprehension in an Arabic context by using the

three reading comprehension levels as a conceptual framework.
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1.7 Research Methodology

This study applied a sequential mixed-methods design including quantitative and
qualitative data and analytical approaches. The quantitative approach involved a non-
randomised quasi-experimental design involving two groups — FTF and BL. Sixty-four male
secondary school students participated in this study, divided into 32 students in each group.
Both groups were given pre- and post-comprehension tests to examine the effects of blending
AOD with FTF learning on students’ reading comprehension. To deeper understand the
students’ and teachers’ perceptions of using AOD in teaching and learning in reading classes,
semi-structured interviews were conducted with 16 students and two teachers who
participated in AOD. Further, to obtain in-depth understanding of the effects and usefulness
of using AOD, students’ and teachers’ contributions in AOD forums were collected and

analysed.

1.8 Pedagogical Design

Two main teaching approaches were applied in this study — FTF and BL. There was
one control group of 32 students who experienced only FTF classes and one experimental
group of 32 students who experienced FTF and AOD instruction. The FTF group received
traditional instruction during typical 45-minute Arabic reading classes, where teachers taught
from reading textbooks developed by the Ministry of Education in Saudi Arabia. In this
group, teachers played a central role in the activities, and time was limited. Teachers used
various teaching strategies, including activating prior knowledge, asking students to read in
silence or aloud, asking students about the main ideas, new and difficult vocabulary, and
making inferences from the text. Teachers also explained briefly some comprehension
strategies during the FTF classes. These FTF instructions were prepared and planned by the

teachers without intervention from the researcher. After the class, students were given
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worksheets that included explicit explanations, models, examples and questions developed by
the researcher and teacher, which focused on reading comprehension strategies. Students were

required to read this worksheet and answer questions individually as traditional homework.

The BL group experienced the same FTF instructions and classes as students in the
control FTF group described above. In addition, outside the FTF classes, they participated in
AOD activities during and outside school time. Theses AOD activities were designed and
developed by the researcher and teachers. This instruction included participating in small
group AODs about the reading and strategies taught in FTF classes. Students participated a
total of 35 minutes during school time and for 3 days of AOD over 12 discussions outside
class time. During the AOD activity students received support through various teaching
methods: (1) scaffolding students’ learning by providing explicit instruction and examples of
each comprehension strategy, the same as for both groups during class; (2) facilitating
students’ participation during AOD; (3) questioning students about the reading, focusing on
reading comprehension levels and strategies — these questions were similar to those given to
the FTF group for homework; (4) encouraging students to participate, interact with others,
and ask questions about the text; and (5) providing feedback about the students’ posts. The
principles that guided the AOD design were based on various learning and comprehension
theories, including social and cognitive constructivism, schema, metacognition, and
transactional theories. These guiding principles included: (a) reading is an active and
interactive process; (b) learners learn by actively constructing their own knowledge through
social interaction with others as well as combining it with prior knowledge; (c) scaffolding is
important to help students learn (d) explicit and direct instruction of comprehension strategies
supports students’ reading comprehension; and (e) group discussion is one of the most useful

teaching approaches that helps to improve students’ reading comprehension.
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In summary, both groups received the same FTF classroom instruction, with similar
explicit instructions, models, examples and questions focused on comprehension strategies.
The two main differences between the groups are that: (1) the FTF group received the explicit
instructions as homework and were required to answer the questions in a traditional way, i.e.,
individually, compared with the BL group, who received the instructions and questions during
AOD forums; and (2) only the BL group had the opportunity to participate in group
discussion and interaction about the questions, and comprehension strategies more generally,

through 12 AODs over six weeks.

1.9 Context of This Study

This section focuses on issues related to teaching and learning in Arabic reading
classes in Saudi Arabia. This description aims to assist the reader to understand the context of
this research, focusing on the Saudi background, reading curriculum and teaching aims and

methods.

1.9.1 Saudi Arabia

Saudi Arabia is located in the southwest corner of Asia. Two coasts and numerous
Arabic countries surround Saudi Arabia; the Red Sea to the west, Yemen and Oman to the
south, the Arabian Gulf and the United Arab Emirates and Qatar to the east, and Jordan, Iraq
and Kuwait to the north. According to recent statistics (2010), the total population of Saudi
Arabia is approximately 29 million people (Central Department of Statistics and Information,
2013). Arabic, a Semitic language, is the mother tongue of the country and the official
language of education, culture, media and other sectors. The Arabic language alphabet

consists of 28 letters, with words written from right to left.
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1.9.2 Reading curriculum and teaching methods

Teaching reading skills, abilities and strategies is an important part of the language
curriculum in the Saudi Arabian educational system and are taught at all grade levels. Saudi
Arabian school education consists of three levels: elementary (6 years, grades 1 to 6);
intermediate (3 years, grades 7 to 9); and secondary (3 years, grades 10 to 12).

The Saudi language curriculum focuses on teaching various language skills. At
elementary and intermediate level, integrated curriculum systems are applied in teaching
language skills. The term ‘integrated curriculum system’ refers to making connections
between various subjects to eliminate the traditional barriers between them. For example,
Arabic language skills — such as reading, writing and speaking — should be taught as an
integrated group of related skills, not as separate parts. Over two semesters a year, the
language curriculum covers units that focus on language skills and abilities such as listening,
speaking, writing, reading, linguistic knowledge and communication skills. In teaching
language skills, including reading, teachers follow the textbooks and guidelines, which are
provided, designed and prepared by the Ministry of Education in Saudi Arabia. All teachers in
Saudi schools follow and use the same textbooks and teaching materials.

Regarding reading, which is the focus of this study, fundamental reading skills,
abilities and strategies are taught in primary and intermediate school levels (grades 1-9).
These skills involve recognition and decoding of sounds, letters and words, understanding and
analysing written texts, applying different reading strategies, evaluating written text and
information, applying search strategies, reading various types of texts and reading for
different purposes. These abilities are taught in different grades following the official
guidelines (Ministry of Education, 2007, 2013).

At the secondary school level of education, two main systems of language curriculum

are taught including, subject and course systems. The first one is the traditional subject system
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in which the Arabic language is divided into subjects that include reading, literature, Arabic
language grammar, library and research, and rhetoric and criticism. Teaching Arabic reading
involves various methods to achieve certain educational goals. At each level, students are
given textbook readings that include lessons arranged into different topics suitable for each
level. The aims of teaching reading in secondary school are to: develop students’ ability to
read accurately and with correct pronunciation; understand and comprehend the meaning of
the text and distinguish main and secondary ideas; develop critical reading skills; enhance
students’ linguistic idioms and vocabulary; benefit from the writers’ approach to writing;
promote oral and written composition skills; expand students’ experiences and knowledge;
promote students’ research skills and ability to use reference material and dictionaries; and
encourage students to enjoy reading (Alshalan, 2008; Ministry of Education, 2008).

One of the traditional methods of teaching Arabic reading at the secondary level

includes the following components:

(@) Introducing the topic: the teacher prepares students for a new lesson by making a
connection between the new lesson and a previous one. In addition, the teacher asks
some questions related to the lesson. The aim of this process is to activate students’
prior knowledge about the topic.

(b) Silent reading: the students read silently in order to understand the text and prepare to
answer the questions that will be asked by the teacher.

(c) Asking students about general ideas and vocabulary involved in the text.

(d) Explanations of some comprehension strategies, such as identifying main and sub-
ideas of the text.

(e) ldeal teacher reading: the teacher reads the lesson for the students accurately and
clearly.

(f) Student reading: students read and offer feedback.
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(9) Evaluation of student reading and understanding: the teacher assesses students’
understanding and reading achievement. This can be done by listening to the students
reading, asking some questions about the text, or summarising the lesson ideas in oral

and written form (Alshalan, 2008; Ministry of Education, 2008).

In the second course system of curriculum at secondary level, language is divided into
different courses focusing on various skills, sub-skills and abilities, including reading.
Examples of reading skills and capabilities taught in language courses include reading literary
texts, pre-reading process, critical and analytical reading, reading levels and strategies, and
speed reading (Ministry of Education, 2012). The main difference between both systems is
that in the subject system there is a separation between the language skills in which these
skills are taught as separate subjects. In contrast, in the course system the language skills are
integrated, linked and taught as a whole. In both systems, reading skills are included and
taught.

One of the traditional teaching practices used in some FTF Arabic reading classes is a
teacher-centered learning approach, similar to the approach described above. In such classes,
teachers are responsible for leading class activities. The teacher is the dominant source of
information while students play more passive roles in constructing their knowledge. Another
aspect of typical FTF classes is that opportunities for collaboration and group discussion are
limited, due to time restrictions as well as the large number of students in these classes. This
traditional teaching and learning method has been recognised and criticised by the Saudi
Ministry of Education (2012, 2007) and has led to the recent changes that aim to shift these
teacher-centered methods towards more constructivist, interactive approaches.

Since the commencement of this study, much effort and development has been made
by the Ministry of Education to improve and develop teaching and learning practices,

specifically at primary and intermediate grade levels. The Ministry of Education’s recent
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projects, curricula and programs aim to move from the traditional teaching practice — in which
the learner is passive — to more interactive, constructive and collaborative approaches. The
new curriculum aims to solve the limitations of the traditional teaching and learning practice
across all curriculum areas, including reading. The new programs apply student-centered
pedagogic approaches to teaching to give students an opportunity to be active and construct
their own knowledge. This gives teachers opportunities to apply new technology and teach
students new comprehension skills and strategies (Ministry of Education, 2007). Thus, the
current study is timely, especially at this stage of curriculum development. It could help to
explain how the use of new online technology-based pedagogies, such as AOD, can support
the ongoing development of new curricula and programs and provide a guide on how
blending AOD with FTF learning can support constructivist, interactive and effective

teaching and learning.

1.10 Organisation of this Thesis

This thesis is organised into eleven chapters including (1) introduction, (2) theoretical
framework, (3) literature review of previous research, (4) methodology, (5-9) results, (10)
discussion, and (11) conclusion.

(1) Introduction chapter: In this chapter the main problem is stated and described,
highlighting a lack of research in integrating AOD at the secondary school level in Saudi
Arabia. A background of this study is provided, focusing on teaching Arabic reading at the
secondary level. This chapter also states the main research purposes and questions that drive
this study, along with definition of key concepts and terms.

(2) Theoretical framework: In this chapter various theoretical issues related to
learning and teaching reading comprehension and BL are reviewed. These include: the use of
social constructivism underpinning this study; reading theories and models such as schema,

metacognition and transactional theories; definitions and levels of reading comprehension;
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effective approaches to teaching reading comprehension; BL definitions, rationale, and
options for teaching; levels and scaffolding; and AOD.

(3) Literature review: This chapter presents reviews of studies in the main areas
related to the study including: (a) effective approaches to the teaching of reading
comprehension; (b) application of online discussion in teaching reading comprehension; (c)
methodological issues in previous research.

(4) Methodology: In this chapter, the methodological research design is presented.
The methodological paradigm that underpins this study’s design is described, along with
research methods and approaches, data collection tools and procedures, data analysis and
ethical considerations.

(5-9) Results: In the results chapters the major findings of the research are presented.
These findings are divided into different chapters based on the research questions. Chapter 5
presents results of the reading comprehension tests, focusing on the effects of BL on reading
comprehension achievement between and within groups (Questions 1 and 2). Chapter 6
presents the participation and interaction results (Q3 and Q4). Chapter 7 includes the teacher
involvement results (Q5). Chapters 8 and 9 detail the results of interviews with students’ and
teachers’ about their perceptions of using AOD (Q6 and Q7).

(10) Discussion: This chapter presents a discussion and explanations related to the
implications of the empirical findings. It, also relates these findings to the previous research.
This chapter is organised into sections based on the major issues related to the research
questions.

(11) Conclusion: This chapter begins by restating the main findings of this research,
then presents some implications and recommendations based on the research results. The

contributions of this study are presented. The limitations of the research are also discussed.
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CHAPTER TWO

THEORETICAL FRAMEWORK

This chapter presents the theoretical perspective and conceptual framework
underpinning this study. As stated in the introduction, this study aims to explore the effects
and usefulness of blending AOD and FTF instruction on students’ reading comprehension,
participation, interaction and learning processes at secondary school level. Therefore, this
chapter highlights the main theories and key concepts related to teaching reading
comprehension and the potential of using AOD to support FTF learning. The chapter consists
of three main parts reviewing theories, definitions and concepts related to (a) teaching reading
comprehension, reading and learning theories, (b) blended learning, and (c) online discussion.
These issues and concepts are discussed through theoretical lenses and perspectives that shape

the design and implementation of this research.

2.1 Reading Comprehension

Reading comprehension is a central concept in this research. Therefore, the first part
of this chapter focuses on theoretical perspectives and concepts that are relevant to reading
comprehension, including development of reading comprehension conceptualisation and the
influence of various reading models and learning theories on such development. This is
followed by a review of definitions and explanation of levels of reading comprehension. The
last section focuses on some effective approaches and instruction for teaching reading
comprehension. This review guided the researchers’ decisions about the design of learning
and teaching approaches and activities in reading classes for the experimental phase of the

study.
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2.1.1 Development of reading comprehension concept and teaching practice

As the main purpose of this research is to explore how students’ reading
comprehension can be taught effectively, at the beginning of this study, it is important to
review how reading comprehension conceptualisation and definitions have developed over
recent decades. Over the past fifty years, the concept of reading comprehension has evolved
from a concept that reading is a passive transfer of information from the text to the reader’s
mind to the idea that reading is an interactive, transactive and constructive process (Cairney,
1990; J. D. Cooper, 1993; Dole et al., 1991). This shift in reading perspectives has influenced
current reading pedagogies.

The traditional perspective (pre-1960s) of reading assumed that reading is a passive
process in which readers are required to acquire a set of hierarchically ordered sub-skills that
lead to comprehension (Dole et al., 1991). Reading in this view focuses on the ability of
decoding, word recognition and recalling literal information. From this perspective,
comprehension is a direct result of decoding and oral fluency (Fielding & Pearson, 1994).
This perspective was held by a number of reading specialists until the 1970s (J. D. Cooper,
1993). This traditional perspective of comprehension presents the confusion of equating word
recognition with comprehension and underestimates the difficulty and complexity of
comprehension (Catts, 2009). From this perspective, a reader is seen as passive in the reading
process as information is transmitted from the text to the reader’s mind. In this view, meaning
is in the text and the reader’s role is to reproduce this meaning (Cairney, 1990; Dole et al.,
1991).

One model of reading that exemplifies the traditional perspective is the bottom-up
model, which defines reading as a text-driven process that follows a linear order from
recognition of letters, then words, sentences and finally understanding the sentence and

passage meaning (P. Harris, Turbill, Fitzsimmons, & McKenzie, 2006; Manzo & Manzo,
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1990). The traditional perspective of reading comprehension was influenced by behaviourism
(that dominated until the 1960s), which emphasised: (a) application of a drill, practice and
repetition approach of learning; (b) the aim of reading was to master isolated facts and skills;
and (c) the reader passively received information from a text (Pearson, 1985; Taylor &
MacKenng, 2008).

Since the 1960s, the emergence and development of various cognitive learning
theories and reading models has challenged and criticised traditional perspectives and
contributed to the shift to new perspectives and conceptualisation of reading comprehension
(Cairney, 1990; J. D. Cooper, 1993; Dole et al., 1991; Taylor & MacKenne, 2008). This new
perspective of reading comprehension went beyond the traditional model of reading
comprehension and perceived reading as a complicated and complex activity (Catts, 2009). In
this concept, reading is seen as a series of interactive processes in which the reader is actively
involved in constructing meaning, and meaning is constructed through interaction and
transaction between reader, text and context. A reader actively constructs meaning through
interaction with a text by connecting their prior and existing knowledge to information in the
text, by adopting and understanding comprehension strategies (Anderson & Pearson, 1984;
Catts, 2009; Dole et al., 1991). From this perspective, the act of reading comprehension
involves more than basic skills; it includes complex thought processes such as reasoning,
synthesising, problem solving and interpretation (Catts, 2009).

This new perspective of reading was influenced by various reading models and
theories, learning and linguistics theories (Dole et al., 1991; Pearson, 2009; Tracey &
Morrow, 2006). The evolution of learning theories, including cognitive and constructivist
theories, had a significant impact on thinking about reading (Mclnerney & Mclnerney, 2010;
Pearson, 2009; Taylor & MacKenne, 2008; Tracey & Morrow, 2006; Vygotsky, 1978). The

following section provides an overview about the influence of learning theories and reading
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models on the development of conceptualising reading comprehension as well as on the
teaching of reading.

Various learning theories have contributed to the development of reading
comprehension concepts, including constructivist theories, which emphasise the active role of
the learner in constructing knowledge and building their own understanding (Mclnerney &
Mclnerney, 2010; Salkind & Rasmussen, 2008; Tam, 2000; Tracey & Morrow, 2006).
Irrespective of the focus of individual theories, cognitive constructivists (Piaget, 1973;
Bruner, 1969) and social constructivists (Vygotsky, 1978) agree that learners construct their
own knowledge (C. Beck & Kosni, 2006; Huang, 2002). Based on constructivism, according
to Ally (2008), learning should be active, meaningful, interactive and a collaborative process.
This theory suggests that learners construct and build their own knowledge through making
connections between new and prior knowledge and experiences (Killen, 2006; K. Moore,
2005).

One of the most influential constructivist theories in the reading field is social
constructivism, which suggests that learners learn when they actively construct their own
knowledge through involvement in social interaction with others (Mclnerney & Mclnerney,
2010; Powell & Kalina, 2009; Tracey & Morrow, 2006; Vygotsky, 1978). This theory
includes the concept of the Zone of Proximal Development (ZPD), which is regarded as one
of the most well-known ideas of Vygotsky’s work (Verenikine, Vialle, & Lysaght, 2011), and
one of the most important contributions to psychology and education (Meece, 1997).
Vygotsky defines the ZPD as “the distance between the actual development level as
determined by independent problem solving and the level of potential development as
determined through problem solving under adult guidance or in collaboration with more
capable peers” (Vygotsky, 1978, p. 86). In order to support learners to complete tasks in their

ZPD, students need appropriate guidance and scaffolding from more capable individuals (e.g.,
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teachers and peers) (Lefrancois, 1991; Ormrod, 2011). From this theoretical perspective,
successful learning can be achieved through the provision of opportunities for meaningful
social interaction between learners and other individuals who are capable of giving assistance
(Jarvis, 2005). In light of this theoretical stance, effective teaching practice appears within the
ZPD, as it has the potential to further improve learners’ development (Verenikine et al.,
2011). Some applications of this social theory in teaching reading practice can be seen in such
practices as shared reading, literature circles, classroom discussion approaches and provision
of scaffolding (Tracey & Morrow, 2006).

Schema theory is a cognitive constructivist theory that contributed to the shift in
thinking about comprehension (Pearson, 2009; Tracey & Morrow, 2006). Schema theory
suggests that information and knowledge are organised and structured in mental structures
called schema. Based on this theory, readers understand and comprehend text when they
connect and bring their prior knowledge, culture and experiences (schema) to the text content
and structure (R. C. Anderson & Pearson, 1984; Andreassen & Braten, 2011; Armbruster,
1986; Dole et al., 1991; Gauthier, 2001; Pearson, 2009; Rosenblatt, 1994). This theory
contributed to the shift in conceptualising reading comprehension by emphasising the active
role of the reader in constructing meaning as well as emphasising the impact of existing
knowledge or schemata of content, reading processes and text structure on the comprehension
processes (An, 2013; Pearson, 2009; Tracey & Morrow, 2006).

Another influential reading theory that has impacted on conceptualisations of reading
comprehension is transactional theory (Rosenblatt, 1978), which is an extension, or
application of, schema theory to the practice of reading (Tracey & Morrow, 2006). This
theory suggests that reading is a transaction between reader and text (J. D. Cooper, 1993; P.
Harris et al., 2006; Pardo, 2004; Rosenblatt, 1994). This theory suggests that meaning does

not reside in the text or in the reader’s mind but emerges during the transaction between a
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reader and text (Rosenblatt, 1994). This theory also emphasises the active role of the reader in
meaning making.

In addition, the emergence of psycholinguistic theory had an effect on the concept and
teaching of reading comprehension (J. D. Cooper, 1993; Dole et al., 1991; Pearson, 2009).
This theory emphasises that reading is a linguistic process and that a reader uses their prior
knowledge about the language and the world in deriving their thinking and understanding
about a text (Tracey & Morrow, 2006). This theory is consistent with a constructivist
perspective in which the reader is active in the reading process by utilising their previous
information about language (e.g., syntactic and semantic information) to predict, guess and
reconstruct meaning from the written words (Goodman, 1969). This theory contributed to the
shift from the traditional perspectives of reading to a view of the reader as an active
participant in the reading process.

Metacognition is another concept associated with learning theories that had a powerful
impact on the conceptualisation of reading comprehension and an impact on teaching reading
in the classroom. This concept refers to readers’ awareness and thinking about their own
thinking (Schraw & Moshman, 1995) and emphasises the importance of teaching a reader to
monitor and be aware of the reading comprehension strategies he or she uses. In this view,
instructional strategies and approaches are key when teaching reading, such as explicit
instruction, discussion about metacognitive strategies, modelling strategies, and guided-use to
promote independent application of strategies (Pintrich, 2002; Tracey & Morrow, 2006).
Literature reveals that metacognitive instruction is effective in teaching comprehension
(Haller, Child, & Walberg, 1988).

In addition to the learning theories discussed above, reading models, including the
top-down and interactive, have influenced a shift in conceptualisations as well as the teaching

of reading. The top-down model suggests that a reader makes meaning by using their prior
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knowledge and through interaction with text. The interactive model suggests that reading is
an interactive, transactive and social process (P. Harris et al., 2006; Hudson, 1998; Manzo &
Manzo, 1990).

Another model of literacy, including reading, was introduced by Freebody and Luke
(1990), who view literacy as a social and cultural practice. This model provides four reading
practices, or roles, in which successful readers engage: code breaker (cracking codes of text);
text participants (constructing meaning with text); text user (working with purpose of texts);
and text analyst (analysing text critically). These practices are influenced by various contexts
and the culture in which the readers read (Freebody & Luke, 1990; P. Harris et al., 2006;
Luke & Freebody, 1999).

The emergence of various learning and reading theories and models discussed above
has impacted on the teaching and pedagogy of reading. For example, Dole et al. (1991)
argued that the cognitive perspective of reading has influenced what should be taught and the
delivery of instruction. Regarding what should be taught, this perspective emphasises the
importance of teaching learners a set of strategies and to assist them to use these strategies to
comprehend any text and build their metacognitive awareness. These strategies include
determining importance, summarising information, drawing inference, generating questions,
and monitoring comprehension. In terms of delivery of instruction, teaching practice changes
from a ‘drill-and-practice’ model to a more constructive model with the adoption of explicit
instruction. According to this view, the role of the teacher shifts from being a director to a
mediator who assists and scaffolds students to be independent learners as well as helps them
to understand the text, comprehension strategies and the reading process (Dole et al., 1991).

In summary, the shift and evolution of learning theories that impacted the
conceptualisation of reading comprehension and teaching practice over recent decades

includes the following perspectives about reading: (a) reading is a complex and complicated
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activity (Catts, 2009; A. J. Harris & Sipay, 1979; Morris & Stewart-Dore, 1986); (b) reading
is an active and interactive process (Cairney, 1990; J. D. Cooper, 1993; A. J. Harris & Sipay,
1979) and a transactive process (Duffy, 2009; Pardo, 2004); (c) the construction of meaning
occurs through the interaction between reader, author and text (Snow, 2002); (d) a reader’s
prior knowledge plays an important and powerful role in reading comprehension (Catts, 2009;
Hirsch, 2006; Lipson, 1982; Recht & Leslie, 1988); (e) mastering and understanding how
comprehension strategies work and are applied plays an important role in the reading
comprehension process (Dole et al., 1991; Pardo, 2004); (f) context and culture shape and
influence the process of construction of meaning (Snow, 2002); and (g) construction of
meaning occurs through social interaction with others and through receiving adequate support
and scaffolding from others (Vygotsky, 1978). These shared perspectives about reading

comprehension are reflected in various definitions as discussed below.

2.1.2 Definition of reading comprehension

Reading comprehension is an important and central concept of this dissertation. In a
general and broad overview, reading includes two main components: decoding and
understanding of the meaning of a text (Hirsch, 2006; Karlin, 1978). Arguably both decoding
and comprehending are important but the ultimate goal of reading is comprehending and
understanding the meaning of a text (J. D. Cooper, 1993; Hirsch, 2006). In addition, meaning
is considered an integral part of the reading process (Karlin, 1978).

There are various definitions of comprehension that have been provided by experts
and researchers over the years (J. D. Cooper, 1993; Goodman, 1967; Pearson & Johnson,
1972; Snow, 2002; Thorndike, 1917). One of the earliest definitions is Thorndike’s,
suggesting that reading is reasoning and thinking (Thorndike, 1917). Goodman (1971)
challenged the traditional conceptualisation of reading and defined it as a psycholinguistic

process that begins with a linguistic surface representation encoded by a writer and ends with
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the meaning, which the reader constructs. Goodman (1967) introduced the interactive nature
of reading, stating that there is an essential interaction between language and thought in
reading in which the author encodes thought as language and the reader decodes language as
thought (Goodman, 1967). Later Pearson and Johnson (1972) defined reading comprehension
as “building bridges between the new and known” (p. 24), emphasising the reader’s active
role and the interactive process between the reader and writer. Similarly, Morris and Stewart-
Dore (1986) defined reading comprehension as bringing background knowledge (e.g.,
language structure, background of the topic, word meanings) to the page in order to get
meaning from it and make predictions. From these definitions there is a clear emphasis on the
active role of the reader in constructing meaning, the interactive nature of reading, and the
importance of prior knowledge in the comprehension process. Meaning construction is
considered the ultimate aim of all literacy instruction (Cooper, 1993).

In recent decades, a comprehensive definition was provided by the RAND Reading
Study Group (2002), stating that the term ‘reading comprehension’ refers to “the process of
simultaneously extracting and constructing meaning through interaction and involvement with
written language” (Snow, 2002, p. 11). In this definition, extracting refers to working out how
print represents words or translating the print to sound in an accurate way, while constructing,
at the same time, refers to understanding the information presented in the text. Constructing
meaning occurs by integrating new knowledge with prior information and experiences (Sweet
& Snow, 2003).

Based on the RAND? reading study group’s definition, reading comprehension and
meaning construction results from an interaction between the reader, text and reading activity
(e.g., the activity of decoding words and applying comprehension strategies). These three

elements interplay within a particular sociocultural context, which impacts the overall reading

! RAND refers to the Research and Development Corporation.
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comprehension process (Abadiano & Turner, 2003; Pardo, 2004; Snow, 2002). From this
perspective, constructing meaning is an interactive process in which learners interact with
text, and use prior knowledge and cultural tools.

The definition of the RAND group provided above combines various models of
reading including the bottom-up, top-down and interactive models. In addition, it emphasises
the role of readers’ prior knowledge and information presented in the text in comprehending
texts. This definition is in line with different theories and models that emphasise: (a) that
reading and learning is constructive (e.g., constructivist theory) and the reader is active in
knowledge construction; (b) the role of context and social interaction in learning (social
constructivist theory); (c) the schemata theory and the role of prior knowledge; and
(d) reading is a transaction between a reader, text, activity and context (transactional theory).

As this study is conducted in an Arabic language context, definitions and views of
Arabic reading comprehension were explored to assess the alignment between new
perspectives of reading, current learning and reading theories and teaching of reading in Saudi
Arabia. Al-Khalifa (2004) compared old perspectives of reading with more recent
perspectives, stating that the old understanding of reading was based on decoding skills in
which the teacher’s attention focused on basic skills, e.g., asking students to read (decode) the
texts (words) with less attention given to the ability of comprehending the text. According to
this author, this old understanding is still perceived and upheld by a number of teachers.
However, Al-Khalifa (2004) and Madkor (2007) provided a recent definition of reading from
the Saudi Arabian context, referring to it as a combination of various skills including
recognising and decoding words, understanding and evaluating the text, connecting the
readers’ prior knowledge to the written language, expanding experiences and applying them

to daily life, solving problems and enjoying reading.
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Madkor (2007) emphasised that understanding meaning is the important component of
reading, and students’ understandings of the text are influenced by their prior culture,
experiences, knowledge, author’s styles and the text itself. From this perspective, it can be
implied that the authors refer to the active role of a reader in understanding a text as well the
four components (reader, text, author and cultural background). These definitions and
perspectives provided by Arabic authors are in line with various reading models and learning
theories that emphasise the active, constructive and transactive nature of comprehension.
However, According to Al-Khalifa (2004), this perspective is not reflected in some teachers’
practice of teaching reading.

After defining the general concept of reading comprehension, it is important now to
explore definitions of the different levels of reading comprehension that are addressed in
teaching. The following sections discuss the concept of reading comprehension levels, which
in turn will reveal the rationale behind how students’ comprehension is measured and taught

in this study.

2.1.3 Definitions and teaching of reading comprehension levels

As mentioned above, reading comprehension is a vital concept and the main focus of
this study. Therefore, a fundamental step in the design of this research study was to explore
ways in which variations in reading comprehension can be operationalised and measured.
Three main reading comprehension levels (literal, inferential and evaluative) have been
widely identified, included and used by various authors and experts in the field (Abu Humos,
2012; Al-Alwan, 2012; Al-Jarf, 2007; Bhatti, 2013; Brassell & Rasinki, 2008; Karlin, 1978;
Pearson & Johnson, 1972; Sunggingwati, 2003). Although categorisation and labelling for
reading comprehension levels vary from author to author, in essence most of them incorporate
similar aspects of reading comprehension. For example, Karlin (1977) claims that reading for

meaning involves literal, inferential and critical reading comprehension. Herber (1970) also
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developed three level reading guides as a means for improving comprehension that include
literal, interpretive and applied comprehension (Morris & Stewart-Dore, 1986). However,
Zintz (1970) classified reading comprehension skills in only two categories, literal and
interpretive comprehension, and incorporated evaluative skills as part of the interpretive
category. In contrast, Pearson and Johnson (1972) proposed a taxonomy that classifies the
relation between answer and question, and distinguishes between three types of relation:
textually explicit (reading the lines); textually implicit (reading between the lines); and
scripturally implicit (reading beyond the lines) comprehension. Overall, it is argued that the
active process of reading should move beyond understanding the literal level and include
reading and understanding between the lines (making inference) and beyond the lines (critical
reading) (DeBoer & Dallmann, 1970).

Barrett’s (1968) reading comprehension taxonomy, which is one of the taxonomies
partially adapted in this study, classified reading comprehension levels as literal,
reorganisation, inferential, critical or evaluative and appreciation (as cited in Pearson &
Johnson, 1972).

Based on the discussions above, there are various classifications of reading
comprehension. However, most of them focused on three main levels including literal,
inferential and evaluative levels. Therefore, for the purpose of this study these three main
levels of reading comprehension have been chosen and used. Each level is discussed in the

following sections.

2.1.3.1 Literal comprehension

Defined by various researchers as the first level of comprehension, literal
comprehension refers to the capability of understanding what is stated directly in a text
(Durkin, 1976; Fordham, 2006; Karlin, 1978; Morris & Stewart-Dore, 1986; Royer &

Cunningham, 1981). It equates to the ability to retell, recognise or recall explicit information
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in the text. It is categorised as the lowest level of comprehension and easiest degree of
difficulty. In other words, at this level literal comprehension means “reading of the lines” to
find what is actually mentioned in the text (Morris & Stewart-Dore, 1986). From Barrett’s
(1967, 1968) taxonomy, the reader needs to apply some comprehension strategies to reach a
literal level of comprehension, such as recognising and recalling names of characters and

details clearly provided in the text (as cited in Pearson & Johnson, 1972).

2.1.3.2 Inferential comprehension

At the second level of reading comprehension, the reader seeks a higher level of
comprehension by inferring the intended meaning of a text. Inferential comprehension refers
to the reader’s ability to comprehend implied meanings (Karlin, 1978; Morris & Stewart-
Dore, 1986; Pearson & Johnson, 1972; Royer & Cunningham, 1981). Comprehension at this
level is more challenging compared with the literal level, as it requires the reader to resort to
prior knowledge to assist in understanding the implied meaning from the text (Brassell &
Rasinki, 2008; Karlin, 1978; Royer & Cunningham, 1981). In order to understand
implications embedded in the text, the reader needs to combine their own experiences with
the explicit information presented (Cameron, 2009; Roe, Stoodt-Hill, & Burns, 2010). As
with other levels, the reader applies various comprehension strategies in order make inference
from the text. From Barrett’s (1967, 1968) taxonomy, examples of inferential comprehension
strategies are inferring supporting details, identifying main ideas, comparison, cause and
effect, predication, drawing conclusions and understanding figurative language (as cited in
Latham, 2002; Pearson & Johnson, 1972). At the word level, this translates to inferring

words’ intended meaning from context (Cameron, 2009).

2.1.3.3 Evaluative (Critical) comprehension
At the evaluative (also known as critical) third level of comprehension, the reader

judges and evaluates the ideas and information in a text (Brassell & Rasinki, 2008; Durkin,
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1976; A. J. Harris & Sipay, 1979; Karlin, 1978). This level is categorised as the highest level
of the comprehension taxonomy and requires increased levels of interaction and comparison
between information in the text and the readers’ prior knowledge (Brassell & Rasinki, 2008;
Pearson & Johnson, 1972; Roe et al., 2010). In order to think and read critically, the reader
needs to understand what the author is stating and implying in the text; therefore, both literal
and interpretative thinking are crucial for critical reading. The readers’ background
information is also an essential factor for critical reading skills (Roe et al., 2010).

Because evaluative comprehension is the hardest to achieve, various authors have
identified a wide raft of strategies that can be applied in order to read critically and support
students to gain this complex understanding, which must be taught to foster students’ abilities
in evaluating information that is presented to them. These include: from Barrett’s (1967,
1968) taxonomy, judgment of reality and fantasy; distinguishing and separating between facts
and opinions; adequacy and validity, appropriateness, worthiness, and desirability and
acceptability (as cited in Pearson & Johnson, 1972); evaluating overstated or unfounded
claims, judging emotional responses to what is read, determining the relevance of materials
and evaluating the reliability of the author (Zintz, 1970); and lastly, identifying author
qualifications, purposes and attitude, noting the currency of the information, determining
propaganda and evaluating generalisations (DeBoer & Dallmann, 1970).

Teaching critical reading also includes the following specific strategies: (a) identifying
the author’s conclusion and what the author wants the reader to believe; (b) determining the
supporting evidence presented to convince the reader; (c) determining the trustworthiness of
the author; and (d) identifying invalid arguments and whether the conclusion derives from the
evidence (Carnine, Silbert, & Kameenui, 1997). In addition, a critical reader recognises the

author’s purpose, the use of language, the forms of persuasive writing, questions the content,
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evaluates the use of propaganda, evaluates the authors’ logic and determines if adequate
information is included (Roe et al., 2010).

Similar, overlapping strategies that can help readers evaluate and analyse information
in the text involve: (a) identifying and evaluating the author’s purpose in writing the text, and
whether it informs, persuades, or entertains, in order to identify why the author wrote the text
and, based on this, evaluating the validity of the information (C. Carter, 2013; Dillon, 2007;
Flemming, 2009); (b) identifying the tone that is the author’s feeling or attitude toward the
information and topic, as this can affect the text, so the readers’ ability to recognise the
author’s feelings assists them in evaluating the credibility of information presented (Ammar,
2009; C. Carter, 2013; Dillon, 2007); and (c) identifying intended audiences of the text by
analysing the language used, such as vocabulary, terminology and depth of writing (C. Carter,

2013; Dillon, 2007).

2.1.4 Effective approaches of teaching reading comprehension

The previous sections discussed how the emergence of learning theories and reading
models influenced the teaching and pedagogy of reading. Some of these approaches of
teaching reading will be discussed in the following sections. A review of existing literature
suggests that there are various approaches that can be used to teach reading comprehension
strategies effectively. These approaches include explicit instruction, teacher questioning and
question answering, student-generated questions and group discussion. As these approaches
were adopted in designing the online discussion activities in this research, each approach is

explained briefly.

2.1.4.1 Explicit instruction
The explicit teaching of reading comprehension provides a framework for helping
students recognise, apply and develop learned comprehension skills and strategies to other

reading contexts independently, and it is considered an appropriate strategy for teaching
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students at all ages (Tierney & Readence, 2005). As mentioned by Cameron (2009), research
reveals that explicit teaching is particularly effective for comprehension strategy instruction,
and can enable a learner to be an active and engaged reader. In explicit teaching, the teacher
explains to the reader what the strategies are, as well as why, when and how they should be
applied (Cameron, 2009).

Five generic steps of explicit instruction emerge from the research literature. These
five steps include: providing a direct and explicit description of the comprehension strategy
and when and how it should be applied; modelling the strategy; collaborative use of the
strategy; guided teaching with a gradual release of responsibility; and finally, independent
application of the comprehension strategy (Alfassi, 2004; Duke & Pearson, 2002; Pearson &
Dole, 1987; Pressley, 1998; Tierney & Readence, 2005). Another framework for explicit
strategy instruction was provided from a study by McLaughlin and Allen (2009) that involved
various steps — explain, demonstrate, guide and reflect (McLaughlin, 2012). Winograd and
Hara (1988) introduced a different representation of explicit teaching (as cited by Carrell,
1998), proposing five elements of teacher explanation including: what a strategy is; why the
strategy should be learned; how, when and where to use the strategy; and how to evaluate use
of the strategy. Due to the effectiveness of this approach, it is used as a part of teaching
reading comprehension strategies incorporated into this research design, in which some

strategies are explicitly explained and modelled by teachers.

2.1.4.2 Teacher questioning and question answering

Teachers can use a questioning approach to help students’ comprehension of texts.
Through effective questioning, teachers can activate learners’ prior knowledge, enhance their
motivation to read, direct their thinking to particular aspects of the reading, monitor students’

understanding of the text and result in effective learning (Searfoss & Readence, 1989). The
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questions should assess students’ comprehension and understanding at different levels,
including literal, inferential and critical comprehension (McKenna & Stahl, 2009).

Teachers can adopt different approaches to promote questioning in the classroom.
The traditional approach of questioning — ‘initiate-respond-evaluate’, in which a teacher asks
questions, students answer and the teacher evaluates the students’ answers (Afflerbach, 2007)
—is now viewed as limited in terms of student independence. Another approach is ‘question-
answer-relationship’, developed by Raphael (1982, 1986). This strategy aims to assist learners
in finding an answer from the text, responding to different types of questions as well as
thinking at different levels. Students in this strategy are encouraged to find answers by
focusing on two main types of meanings: literal (‘in the book’) and implied (‘in my head’)
(Tierney & Readence, 2005).

The three main levels of comprehension (literal, inferential, evaluative) are useful and
practical for formulating questions about reading. It is claimed (Fordham, 2006; Gauthier,
2001) that the quality of students’ thinking depends on teachers’ questions and how they craft
these questions. Thus, for fostering learners’ thinking at different levels and improving
reading comprehension, teachers can use these three categories of comprehension to
formulate questions and queries about texts (Fordham, 2006; Gauthier, 2001) that cover
various types of cognitive processes in comprehension (Gauthier, 2001). It is argued that
teachers are not only required to use various types of questions for prompting answers from
students and assessing their comprehension, but also teachers’ questions should focus on the
process of comprehension and how to stimulate the reader’s thoughts about texts and on the
thinking that leads to the answer (Shoop, 1987). Thus in this research design, teachers were
advised to start an online discussion by asking questions that focus on the three levels of

comprehension.
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2.1.4.3 Student-generated questions

Another useful approach for teaching comprehension is student-generated questioning,
which is considered a comprehension-fostering strategy that promotes metacognitive and
comprehension monitoring processes (Haller et al., 1988; Palincsar & Brown, 1984;
Rosenshine, Meister, & Chapman, 1996). In this approach, the reader plays an active role by
asking and generating questions about the material they read. It is evident that using this
cognitive strategy brings about some advantages for students’ comprehension. The most
important advantage is that using this strategy results in comprehension gains (King, 1989;
Rosenshine et al., 1996). For example, King (1989) found that using some types of student-
generated questions strategy ° self- questioning or guide peer questioning improved students’
recalling and understanding of the lecture content. Student-generated questioning has been
named as one of eight useful approaches of teaching reading comprehension that have
positive effects on students’ comprehension gain (NICHD, 2000). Another benefit of using
this strategy is encouraging students to pose thought-provoking questions and promote
elaborative explanations, which in turn supports students’ comprehension (King, 1992). This
approach is grounded in various theoretical perspectives including active processing,
metacognitive theory and schema theory (Wong, 1985). Due to the usefulness of this
approach, in this research design the teachers encouraged students to generate questions about

the text and the peer discussion around the text.

2.1.4.4 Group discussion

Discussion is an effective teaching strategy that can be used in the classroom context
(Applebee et al., 2003). Group discussion is one application of social constructivism and
plays an important role in facilitating the sharing of meanings and responses to a text
(Cairney, 1990). Discussion can help students to enhance their problem-solving abilities, and

to improve their understanding of text through higher level thinking (Gambrell, 1996b).
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Discussion can take place in different settings, such as a traditional FTF classroom or through
using technological resources like online discussion (Davis, 2009). As this strategy is a key
method used in this investigation, more literature was explored to ascertain its value.

Group discussion provides the learner with an opportunity to actively interact with
others, give opinions, evaluate ideas, build knowledge, criticise and provide suggestions and
justifications (Killen, 2006). Discussion groups enable students to construct meanings and
demonstrate strategic reading, such as interpreting and predicting (Tierney & Readence,
2005). Using discussion groups supports the development of reading comprehension and can
help improve reading enjoyment and motivation (Haring, 2006). Discussion can also develop
students’ skills and strategies used to comprehend a text (Berne & Clark, 2008). Moreover,
the discussion group approach offers scaffolding and thus supports the teaching of reading
(Irvan et al., 2007). Students who participate in discussions not only learn how to interact
socially and develop communicative competence, but can also learn to take responsibility for
their own learning and are more likely to engage in reading (F. Almasi, 1996).

Providing learners with opportunities to respond to literature and reading through
discussion assists in their comprehension in different forms. One of these forms, as suggested
by Rosenblatt (1995), is that the reader needs time to think about their own responses and to
reflect on them before sharing with others. Using this strategy, it is suggested that after an
initial reading of a text, before asking a reader to talk or write, time must be given for
personal reflection on the literature (McCormack & Pasquarelli, 2009). The allocation of
more time for building meaning collaboratively through conversation with others could then
result in enhanced comprehension skills (Fielding & Pearson, 1994).

As the advantages of group discussion were established from the literature reviewed,
structures to support productive interactions also emerged in the literature. Five examples of

group discussion strategies are described below.
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Reciprocal teaching is a particular model of group discussion (C. J. Carter, 1997,
Palincsar & Brown, 1984; Pressley & Hilden, 2006; Westera & Moore, 1995). In this
strategy, teachers and students engage in organised and structured conversations that focus on
four reading strategies: questioning, summarising, clarifying and predicting. In a reciprocal
teaching strategy, students learn from teachers’ models and practices that occur through group
dialogue and interaction (D. Cooper, Kiger, & 2008; Palincsar & Brown, 1984).

The transactional strategy is another example of a discussion scaffold based on teacher
modelling, explanation, support and guidance, which is provided to learners when they
interact with a text through group collaboration. In this strategy, students learn and
comprehend the text by activating prior knowledge and interacting with the group (Klingner,
Vaughn, & Boardman, 2007).

The third example of discussion strategy is the ‘questioning the author’ strategy,
where students engage in collaborative discussion around questions that emerge during
reading (VanDeWeghe, 2007). In this strategy, frequent modelling is required to support
students’ learning (Buehl 2008). The fourth example is the elaborative interrelating strategy
through group discussion, in which learners are required to elaborate on and relate to the text
by connecting it to their prior knowledge (VanDeWeghe, 2007). The final example is the
collaborative reasoning strategy that improves critical thinking by involving learners in group
arguments about a text, forcing learners to take a position and provide reasons and evidence
from the text to support their claims (Sweet & Snow, 2003).

These five discussion strategies share some principles that informed the researcher to
design pedagogical instructions for the current study. These principles included: the provision
of teachers’ support and modelling of how learners should engage in the discussion;
involvement of students in group discussions that require them to be active and construct their

own understanding through social interaction; application of various strategies such as
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questioning, using prior knowledge, summarising, predicting, elaborating and arguing; and
focusing on comprehension strategies that require students to think critically beyond the
literal meaning. Some of these principles were applied to pedagogical design in this study.
Previous sections discussed the effectiveness of some teaching approaches that are
commonly used in FTF teaching on students’ reading comprehension, including group
discussion. Although previous literature reveals that group discussion approaches used in FTF
classes are useful for teaching comprehension, there are some limitations of FTF teaching; for
example, limited time for participation and different students’ learning styles (Thormann &
Zimmerman, 2012). As students are different in their way of learning and thinking, for
example, some students need flexibility and more time to think and prepare their responses in
discussion activities, online settings could offer these learners additional support. In addition,
some students are shy and prefer working on their own pace more than in FTF environment,
again online learning could provide these students with contexts which suit their learning
style better. The emergence of digital technology and its adoption in educational settings has
provided a learning platform known as ‘blended learning’ which may help to solve some FTF
learning limitations and extend opportunities for teaching reading comprehension, not only in
the classroom but also online. As this study blends FTF learning with AOD, the following
section defines and discusses some issues related to BL as a framework as well as AOD as a

tool, before the related research is reviewed in Chapter 3.

2.2 Definition of Blended Learning

Various definitions for BL have been discussed in the literature. The most commonly
quoted definitions are documented by Graham, Allen and Ure (2003) and include: (a) a
combination of instructional modalities or delivery media; (b) a combination of instructional

methods; or (c) a combination of online and FTF instruction (Graham, 2006).
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The original and most common definition of BL refers to a combination of FTF and
online forms of teaching and learning (Devon, 2004; Graham, 2006; Mason & Renni, 2006;
Sharma & Barrett, 2007). For example, Graham (2006) defined BL as where “blended
systems combine face-to-face instruction with computer-mediated instruction” (Graham,
2006, p.5). Similarly, Devon (2004) described BL as “the use of synchronous or
asynchronous technologies and traditional face-to-face instruction, in different forms or
combinations, so as to facilitate teaching and learning” (Devon, 2004, p. 35). Sharma and
Barrett (2007) defined BL as “course that combines a face-to-face (FTF) classroom
component with an appropriate use of technology” (Sharma & Barrett, 2007, p. 7).

These definitions of BL were applied in previous research that investigated the
combination of FTF and online learning tools in studies examining the effect of a
combination of FTF classroom teaching with lecture and class formats and the use of an
asynchronous online classroom on students achievement at higher education in Saudi Arabia
(Al-Qahtani & Higgins, 2012), and the effectiveness of integrating online instruction with
FTF instruction in an undergraduate course in Saudi Arabia (Alebaikan & Troudi, 2010).
Other studies have examined blends of FTF and online learning in a secondary school English
language arts class (Cacciatore, 2010), and the impact of a blended web-based learning
environment on the perceptions, attitudes and performance of students in junior science and
senior physics (V. Chandra, 2004). Other examples of blended learning research include
Cherry (2010), Nellman (2008) and Nykvist (2008). This current study is based on the
definition of blending online tools and FTF instruction as it was applied in previous research

and synthesises the key ideas and concepts of BL.

2.3 Rationales for Using Blended Learning

Instructors and designers need to ask themselves why they choose to employ BL and

what advantages it provides for instruction and teaching. Blended learning is often considered
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a useful approach that takes advantage of FTF interactions and the strengths of online learning
(Graham, 2006; Singh, 2003), and is more effective than a single mode of learning (Mason &
Renni, 2006); by the same token, it provides the opportunity to combine the best of both
modes of learning (Devon, 2004; Graham, 2006).

Osguthorpe and Graham (2003) provided six reasons that encourage one to apply BL
including: 1) pedagogical richness — increasing the flexibility of using the class time and
combination of modes for the advantages of students’ learning; 2) access to knowledge —
increasing the pedagogical options that can be used by teachers and to increase students’
accessibility to more information and resources; 3) social interaction — providing more
opportunity to interact with others in both online and offline modes, as well as to share their
thoughts, comments and questions ; 4) personal agency — developing learners’ control,
choices and responsibility for their learning, as well as allowing them to learn at their own
pace; 5) cost effectiveness — reducing cost and saving time for institutions; and 6) ease of
revision — providing a flexible learning environment and system that are easy to use, change
and revise (as cited in Graham, 2006). Furthermore, Graham, Allen and Ure (2003; 2005)
found that people choose BL for three main reasons, including: improved pedagogy by
providing more effective pedagogical practice and increasing active, peer-to-peer and student-
centered learning strategies; increased access to learning, convenience and flexibility; and
increased cost-effectiveness (as cited in Graham, 2006). For these reasons BL was
incorporated into the current research design to support students’ learning and comprehension

in the FTF Arabic reading classes.

2.4 Options of Blended Learning

A review of previous literature reveals there are various options for BL from which
designers can combine instructional modes, tools and teaching methods to achieve their

objectives. The most common options include a combination of a FTF format such as lecture
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and self-paced, asynchronous formats, which involve web pages, documents, self-assessment,
online learning communities and discussion forums (Al-Qahtani & Higgins, 2012; Alebaikan
& Troudi, 2010; Boehning, 2008; V. Chandra & Fisher, 2009; Yeo & Quek, 2011). Another
form of BL is combining FTF instruction with a synchronous online mode that involves live
e-learning, such as chat rooms (Litosseliti, Marttunen, Laurinen, & Salminen, 2005; Morgan
& Beaumont, 2003) or instant messaging (Adams, 2007; Singh, 2003). Another format is a
combination between synchronous and asynchronous web-based activities (Yeo & Quek,
2011).

Based on the discussion above and Singh’s (2003) work, the most common
components and combinations of BL include: a synchronous physical mode of learning such
as lecture; a synchronous online mode that involves live e-communication, such as chat

rooms; or self-paced, asynchronous mode, such as asynchronous online discussion.

It is essential for instructors to understand the strengths, affordances and weaknesses
of both FTF and computer-mediated environments to decide whether to use one or both to
obtain the learning aims (Graham, 2006; Stacey & Gerbic, 2008). It is important to ensure
that the BL combines the strengths of both types of learning modes and minimises their

weaknesses (Osguthorpe & Graham, 2003).

2.5 Definition of Online Discussion

In a previous section, various approaches to group discussion were reviewed in
relation to their impact on students’ reading comprehension. In this section, online discussion
will be reviewed as a more recent form of group discussion. Online discussion is considered
to be one of the most commonly applied learning tools in online teaching (Dawley, 2007).
Various authors and researchers define the term ‘online discussion forum’ and its main

features, including: group members’ interaction, exchange of ideas and continued
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conversation; and online communication at any time and place (Davis, 2009; Dawley, 2007,
Knowlton & Knowlton, 2001). These features are reflected in the following definitions.
Discussion forums often refer to websites where learners can post messages, read and
reply to messages posted by others. They involve individual messages and threads (Davis,
2009). Online discussion has also been defined as an “asynchronous (out of time) exchange of
messages by using an electronic bulletin board or email software” (Knowlton & Knowlton,
2001) or “text based human-to-human communication via computer networks that provides a
platform for participants to interact with one another to exchange ideas, insight and personal
experiences” (Hew & Cheung, 2003a, p. 249; 2008). Asynchronous online discussion as it
was used in this study can also be described as the involvement of various learners or groups
in online discussions or conversations in which each member participates by posting
messages and responding to others’ posts where interactions do not occur at the same time
(Dawley, 2007; Watkins, 2005). The review of research on the effectiveness of using online

discussion in students’ learning and comprehension will be explored in the next chapter.

43



Online Discussion and Comprehension

CHAPTER THREE

LITERATURE REVIEW

This chapter reviews studies that are relevant to the current study that explores the use
of BL (AOD and FTF instruction) to support teaching and learning reading comprehension at
the secondary school level. The literature is reviewed in three main areas: (a) effective
approaches of teaching reading comprehension; (b) application of online discussion in
teaching reading comprehension and learning in general; (c) methodological issues in
previous research. The review of this literature helped the researcher to identify the
theoretical basis of this study, design the teaching and learning activities used, and identify
the possible and suitable research methodologies and techniques to answer the research

questions.

3.1 Previous Research on Effective Approaches of Teaching Reading Comprehension

This section reviews previous studies that have been conducted on effective
approaches of teaching reading comprehension. Given the purpose of this study, while
attention will be given to other effective teaching approaches, the focus will be mainly on the
use of group discussion approaches in teaching comprehension. Each teaching approach was
reviewed in light of its potential to form part of the current study design. Reviewing the
existing research on this area helped the researcher to determine the most effective
approaches that can be used to teach reading comprehension, which could be adapted for the
Saudi Arabian context.

As noted in Chapter 2, based on the relevant literature on supporting and promoting
students’ comprehension, the most widely effective methods of teaching, scaffolding and
enhancing reading comprehension are reported to be the application of: (a) direct and explicit

comprehension instruction strategies (Aghaie & Zhang, 2012; Andreassen & Braten, 2011;
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Clark & Graves, 2005; Duffy, 2002.; Duke & Pearson, 2002; NICHD, 2000; Pressley, 2001);
(b) teachers questioning and students’ question answering strategies that enable learners to
answer and think at various levels (NICHD, 2000; Tierney & Readence, 2005); (c) student-
generated questioning (André & Anderson, 1978; Dole et al., 1991; NICHD, 2000; Palincsar
& Brown, 1984); and (d) group discussion that provides opportunities for learners’ interaction
and conversation with others about the text (Applebee et al., 2003; P. Murphy, Wilkinson,
Sotar, Hennessey, & Alexander, 2009). As these approaches were integrated when designing
the reading comprehension instruction in the current study, the following sections provide a
detailed review of empirical research into each of these teaching and learning strategies and

approaches in turn.

3.1.1 Explicit instruction and explanation of strategy

A number of studies have been conducted to explore the effects of using explicit
instruction on students’ comprehension. The existing research on teaching reading
comprehension suggests that teaching students comprehension strategies explicitly supports
their comprehension of a text (Aghaie & Zhang, 2012; Andreassen & Braten, 2011;
Baumann, 1984; McLaughlin, 2012; NICHD, 2000; Prado & Plourde, 2011; Pressley, 2001;
Rajabi et al., 2013). Until the 1970s, there was a lack of research on teaching students
cognitive strategies (Durkin, 1978), then in the late 1970s, researchers started focusing on
teaching students cognitive strategies that could be applied to reading comprehension
(Rosenshine, 1995). The explicit instruction and explanation approach to teaching
comprehension strategies is widely recommended in existing research and it is a now pivotal
component of effective comprehension instruction (Andreassen & Braten, 2011; Clark &
Graves, 2005; Duke & Pearson, 2002; McLaughlin, 2012; NICHD, 2000; Pearson &

Gallagher, 1983; Sporer, Brunstein, & Kieschke, 2009). It is argued that effective application
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of explicit reading strategy instruction includes enhancement of students’ metacognitive
awareness of strategies (Carrell, 1998).

Different studies and reports concluded direct and explicit instruction is an effective
approach for teaching comprehension strategies and skills in various school grades
(Baumann, 1984; NICHD, 2000; Prado & Plourde, 2011). For example, Baumann (1984)
conducted an experimental study to explore the effectiveness of the direct instruction model
for teaching sixth grade students to recognise the main idea of a text. This model included
introduction, example, direct instruction, teacher-directed application and independent
practice. Baumann compared three groups, including a strategy group who received intensive,
direct main idea instruction, a basal group who received basic ‘traditional’ lessons on main
idea comprehension, and a control group who completed unrelated vocabulary development
activities. Those research findings suggested that the direct instruction model of teaching has
a powerful effect on students’ ability to recognise and name explicit and implicit main ideas
in a text. Prado and Plourdo (2011), in their quasi-experimental study of reading
comprehension at elementary level, combined the strategies of: explicit instruction with
visualisation, making connections by activating prior knowledge, asking questions, making
inference and drawing conclusions, determining main ideas, synthesising information and
using “fix up’ strategies. In their research, they explored the effects of explicitly teaching
these strategies on various fourth grade students’ reading comprehension sub-skills, including
word  recognition,  vocabulary, literal  comprehension, inferential/interpretative
comprehension, evaluation and literary responses and analysis. They found a significant
increase in students’ post-intervention scores after students were explicitly taught reading
strategies, which reveals that application of explicit instruction supports fourth grade
students’ reading comprehension. Two other recent experimental studies conducted by Marin

and Halpern (2011) at the high school level concluded that explicit instruction is an effective
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approach for teaching critical thinking to secondary school students. In that study, students
received explicit instruction regarding critical skills, including the development of argument
analysis, distinguishing between correlation and cause and effect, identification of stereotypes
as well as the influence of mental models, and understanding the long-term consequences of
decisions. The findings of that study showed that the students who received explicit
instruction had much larger gains than those in an embedded instruction group, that is, the
critical skills were embedded in the curriculum.

Based on the above discussion showing the effectiveness of explicit instruction of
comprehension strategies, this strategy was selected as part of the design for the current study.
The explicit instruction of various comprehension strategies were given to both FTF and BL
groups, including identifying the main idea and sub-ideas of a text, evaluating the text,

making inference from the text, and drawing conclusions.

3.1.2 Teacher questioning and students’ questions answering

Various studies have examined the use of teacher questions and the role of this
strategy in supporting students’ comprehension and encouraging students to engage in
answering questions about the text. According to a review by the National Reading Panel
(NRP) (NICHD, 2000), which analysed 205 studies on instruction of reading comprehension,
a question answering approach is one of the seven kinds of instruction that are effective and
most promising for classroom instruction. Teachers can apply various forms of questioning
such as Question-Answer-Relationship (QAR) (Ezell, Hunsicker, Quinque, & Randolph,
1996), Questioning the Author (QtA) (L. Beck, McKeown, Sandora, Kucan, & Worthy, 1996;
Tierney & Readence, 2005) and the ‘K-W-L’ strategy (What do | know? What do | want to
learn? What did I learn?) (Ogle, 1986; Sampson, 2002; Tierney & Readence, 2005).

For example, various studies explored the application of the QAR strategy (Cortese,

2003; Ezell, Hunsicker, & Quinque, 1997; Ezell et al., 1996; Kinniburgh & Prew, 2010;
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Raphael, 1982, 1986; Raphael & McKinney, 1983), with some results showing that this
strategy benefits students’ reading comprehension (Ezell et al., 1997; Ezell, Kohler, Jarzynka,
& Strain, 1992; Raphael & Au, 2005). For example, in Ezell et al.’s (1997) study, all students
who were taught using the QAR strategy increased their reading comprehension scores.
However, most of the research around using QAR is in samples of students from early grades,
not the secondary school level. Overall, the research showed using the QAR strategy can
support students’ comprehension.

Thus, the strategies of teacher questioning and question answering were applied in this
study. The teacher started each online discussion by asking a question about the topic
focusing on various comprehension levels such as literal and inferential comprehensions.

Students in FTF group were given similar questions to be answered as traditional homework.

3.1.3 Student-generated questioning

Another teaching approach is student-generated questioning. Previous studies
established that the student-generated questioning strategy has a positive impact on students’
reading comprehension (Dole et al., 1991; Palincsar & Brown, 1984; Rosenshine et al., 1996;
Singer & Donlan, 1982; Yeh & Lai, 2012). The effectiveness and importance of this strategy
was supported by the NRP’s (NICHD, 2000) comprehensive review of 205 studies, which
concluded that question generation by students is one of the seven strategies found to be most
effective in promoting students’ comprehension. However to achieve the positive effects of
using this strategy, students must be given adequate training on how to generate questions
(Andre & Anderson, 1978; Wong, 1985).

Various studies developed different forms and models to apply the student-generated
questioning strategy (André & Anderson, 1978; Nolan, 1991). For example Andre and
Anderson (1978) conducted experimental studies at the secondary school level and provided

self-directed instructions and a training program for a self-questioning strategy. Twenty-nine
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seniors participated in the first study and 81 juniors and seniors in the second study. The
training program involved the introduction of a questioning strategy, focusing on identifying
main ideas, modelling the use of this strategy, providing examples of questions and provision
of a short passage with instructions on how to apply this strategy. These studies also
emphasised the importance of training and teaching students how to apply the strategy. The
results of achievement post-tests showed that self-generated questions can result in improved
student comprehension.

Student-generated questions can be combined with another strategy (Nolan, 1991) and
can be facilitated and supported by using online tools (Barak & Rafaeli, 2004; Belanich,
Wisher, & Orvis, 2004, 2005; Yeh & Lai, 2012; F. Yu, Liu, & Chan, 2002). Some studies
provided teachers with useful tools and guidelines for application of the student-generated
question strategy. In addition, these studies provided evidence for the usefulness of this
strategy to facilitate students’ comprehension and learning. The usefulness of this strategy is
evident in previous research; therefore, in this study, students were encouraged to generate

their own questions about a text and peers’ posts during AOD.

3.1.4 Group discussion

Previous studies have explored the application of group discussion in teaching reading
comprehension. According to Nystrand (2006), it is only since the 1970s that researchers
measured how classroom discourse and discussion impact on students reading
comprehension.

There are various types and forms of classroom discussions explored by researchers
and used to facilitate students’ comprehension and learning, including the instructional
conversation model (Goldenberg, 1991, 1992; Olezza, 1999; Pomerantz, 1998), book clubs
(Raphael & McMahon, 1994; Raphael et al., 1992), reciprocal teaching (Alfassi, 1998;

Nystrand, 2006; Palincsar & Brown, 1984; Westera & Moore, 1995), transactional strategy
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(Pressley et al., 1992), questioning the author (L. Beck et al., 1996), elaborative interrelating
and collaborative reasoning (Nystrand, 2006).

Other forms of discussions explored by researchers are peer interaction (Palincsar,
Brown, & Martin, 1987), peer-group discussion (Meloth & Deering, 1992), study group
conversations about literature (Eeds & Wells, 1989), peer- and teacher-led discussion (F.
Almasi, 1995), classroom discussion (F. Almasi & McKeown, 1996; Sweigart, 1991), and
literature discussion groups (Commeyras & Sumner, 1996; Evans, 1996, 2002; T. A. Jewell &
Pratt, 1999; Maloch, 2002).

Researchers have focused on various issues related to the impact and usefulness of
discussion for teaching reading comprehension. Studies have shown that discussion
approaches enhance students’ achievement and reading comprehension (Applebee et al.,
2003; Duke, Pearson, Strachan, & Billman, 2011; Fall, Webb, & Chudowsky, 2000; P.
Murphy et al., 2009; Sweigart, 1991), support construction of meaning (Olezza, 1999) and
promote students’ understanding of materials (Fall et al., 2000). For example, a meta-analysis
concluded that classroom discussion helps to improve students’ comprehension (P. Murphy et
al.,, 2009), and found also that many discussion approaches were highly effective in
improving students’ literal and inferential comprehension; however, few approaches enhanced
students’ critical thinking, reasoning and augmentation. In an experimental study conducted
in the Saudi Arabian context, which explored application of a reciprocal strategy with
intermediate first grade students, results of reading comprehension tests showed a positive
effect on developing students’ overall and specific comprehension skills (Al-Muntashiri,
20009).

Other research investigated the impact of using the discussion approach on students’
discourse and participation in classroom activities. This is exemplified in Murphy and

colleagues meta-analysis (2009), which found that several discussion approaches lead to the
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increase of student discourse and reduced the amount of teacher talk; that is, the classroom
shifted to a more student-centered model.

Some researchers also investigated group discussion from the perspective of teachers’
and students’ attitudes and perceptions after using discussion approaches in their learning
(Alvermann, 1995; Alvermann et al., 1996; Whittingham & Huffman, 2009). For example,
students preferred classes that gave them an opportunity to talk when they construct their
understanding of complex topic (Sweigart, 1991). In another study, students preferred peer-
led, small group discussion to other approaches that were more teacher-directed or involved
the whole class (Alvermann et al., 1996). It was also found that involvement in a Book Club
(a form of group discussion) has a positive effect on students’ attitudes, specifically on
students who have a resistance to reading (Whittingham & Huffman, 2009). However, in
contrast, another study found students preferred the whole class and individual methods
compared with small group discussion (as cited by Alvermann et al., 1996). These mixed
results in the literature encouraged the researcher to explore students’ perceptions of using
group discussion in their reading classes in this study.

The various approaches and forms discussed above share some elements and
principles, such as the application of discussion about the reading materials, interaction
between learners and teachers, the active and constructive nature of learning, teaching of
comprehension strategies and offering scaffolding, and creating a collaborative and
supportive environment for learning.

The focus of discussion research has shifted from investigating only a single approach
of teaching comprehension (e.g., questioning the author) (L. Beck et al., 1996) to applying
multiple teaching approaches, such as: combining reciprocal strategy and student-generated
questions (Meyer, 2010); explicit instruction, teacher led whole-class, peer tutoring and

reciprocal strategy (Van Keer & Verhaeghe, 2005); and instructional conversational and
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literature log approaches (Saunders & Goldenberg, 1999). The results of such studies reveal
that using multiple strategies improves students’ reading comprehension (Stevens, 2003). For
example, students who experienced the combined strategies of instructional conversation and
literature log performed better than students who learned under other conditions in term of
factual and interpretive comprehension (Saunders & Goldenberg, 1999).

Although, this research review reveals that most studies have focused on student
discussion, another line of research has focused on the teacher, in terms of the role of teacher
talk in literature circles (Short, Kaufman, Kaser, Kahn, & Crawford, 1999), the teacher’s
experience of transitioning into a literature discussion group (Maloch, 2004) and
characterising teachers’ discussion of assigned reading (Alvermann, O'Brien, & Dillon,
1990). This indicates a need to explore teachers’ perceptions and their roles in the group
discussion learning, which is therefore examined in the current research.

One important finding of this literature review is that much research has been
conducted at the primary grade level (Chinn, Anderson, & Waggoner, 2001; Graup, 1985;
Leal, 1992; Mizerka, 1999; Saunders & Goldenberg, 1999), compared with studies at the
middle grades (Alvermann, 1995; Howard, 1992; Stevens, 2003) and secondary school level
(Alfassi, 1998; Applebee et al., 2003; Billings, 1999; Fall et al., 2000; Olezza, 1999).
Therefore, the current study is conducted at secondary school level to address this gap.

Another significant issue that emerged through the review of previous research is that
the study design (e.g., multi-group vs. single-group design) and nature of outcomes measures
(e.g., standardised vs. researcher-developed tests) can influence the effectiveness of an
approach on students’ comprehension (P. Murphy et al., 2009). More specifically, there are
three main factors that contribute to the students’ performance, which include the students’
prior understanding of the material, the quality and depth of the discussion, and students’

roles in the discussion (Fall et al., 2000). These findings informed the research design of this

52



Online Discussion and Comprehension

study regarding the impact and significance of some factors that may affect student outcomes.
Therefore, in this study, pre-tests were implemented to assess and control for students’ prior
comprehension, the instrument to be used was piloted, and research results interpreted with

caution.

3.1.5 Reading comprehension levels

As discussed in Chapter 2, the model of three main comprehension levels — literal,
inferential and evaluative or critical — guided this study. These comprehension levels were
utilised in previous research for three main purposes: (a) to design teaching instruction, for
example to craft questions about the text, stimulate readers’ thoughts and teach them how to
comprehend the text (Fordham, 2006; Shoop, 1987; Sivadge, 1990); (b) to analyse reading
textbooks questions (Abu Humos, 2012; Aradjo, Folgado, & Pocinho, 2009; Sunggingwati,
2003) and teachers’ questions in classrooms (Parker & Hurry, 2007); and (c) to design
research methodology and measurement tools to gauge student comprehension, performance
and understanding of the reading materials (Gauthier, 2001; Ofodu, 2012; Sachs, 1983;
Talbott, Lloyd, & Tankersley, 1994). From a review of these studies, it can be concluded that
these levels of reading comprehension are viable for designing teaching and learning activities
as well as for designing measurement tools.

While much research has investigated the teaching of reading comprehension in FTF
contexts, in the last decade a new trend of research has focused on the application of
technology in teaching reading comprehension, such as using AOD to support teaching
practice (Boehning, 2008; Brown, 2002; Chen & Wang, 2009; Conklin, 2005; English, 2007;
S. Yu, 2009). This trend of investigating the use of online discussion is reviewed in the next

section.
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3.2 Use of Online Discussion at the Secondary School Level

Although various studies have indicated that online learning in general, and
specifically online discussion, yields educational advantages (Conklin, 2005; Culpepper,
2002; Hobgood, 2007; Lipponen, Rahikainen, Lallimo, & Hakkarainen, 2003), some of these
and other studies have found that the use of online discussion at the secondary school level
poses some difficulties (Conklin, 2005; English, 2007; Love, 2002). The following sections
summarise the findings of previous studies regarding the application of online discussion in
various secondary school curricula, mainly, its implementation to support reading
comprehension. Some studies from other school grades and higher education are also
included to extend this review. This literature review focuses on four issues related to online
discussion: (a) effect of online discussion on reading comprehension and learning;
(b) contribution of online discussion to learning in general and on reading classes;
(c) challenges of using online discussion; and (d) the teacher’s role in facilitating online

discussion.

3.2.1 Effect of online discussion on reading comprehension

The main aim of this study is to explore the effect of blending AOD with FTF reading
classes on reading comprehension. Therefore, a review of previous studies in this area was
conducted. It revealed only a small number of studies that explored the phenomena at the
secondary school level and no study in a Saudi Arabian context. In addition, only a few
studies investigated the effect of online discussion specifically referring to the levels of
reading comprehension discussed in the previous chapter.

Some studies found that online discussion has a positive impact on students’ reading
comprehension and learning (Conklin, 2005; Jewell; 2005; McClain, 2002). For example,
Jewell (2005) found that the reading quiz pass rate of secondary school students improved

from 44% to 94% after the application of asynchronous online group discussion (“group
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AOD”), which supplemented the classroom reading. Conklin’s (2005) study implemented
group AOD by giving high school students assignments in three content areas (history,
English and physics) and asking them to comment, respond, critique and reply to others.
Students completed their discussions during and outside class time. The study applied various
research techniques including surveys, interviews and analysis of students’ online discussion
transcripts. The results revealed that AOD supports students’ learning, helps students
construct their knowledge and promotes individual cognitive aspects of learning, such as
reflection and processing. However, some negative impacts were found, which will be
discussed in the challenges and difficulties sections below.

Larson (2009) found that involvement in group AOD by responding to initial teacher
prompts and peers’ subsequent posts about the literature encouraged fifth grade students to
generate deep responses to the literature and enhance social constructed learning. In another
study, the application of asynchronous threaded group discussion about novels at the
intermediate school level encouraged participants to think more deeply and thoughtfully about
their responses to the readings and their peers compared with using a paper journal or FTF
discussions (Grisham & Wolsey, 2006).

Some previous studies suggest that online discussion helps to facilitate students’
application of comprehension strategies and skills. For example, students who participated in
AOD related readings to their own knowledge and experience, made predictions, solved
problems, drew inferences, and sought answers and clarification (Larson, 2009). Applications
of online discussion also assisted students to analyse and clarify different issues related to the
text and to connect the reading with issues discussed in the classroom (Jewell, 2005).

A number of studies have shown that online discussion supports students’ critical
thinking (Burgess, 2009; Cheong & Cheung, 2008; Zhang, Gao, Ring, & Zhang, 2007). For

instance, involvement in online discussion activities enables learners to discuss tasks critically
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in FTF discussion more so than learners who did not practice online discussion (Zhang et al.,
2007). In learning via online discussion, it is expected that students produce in-depth
responses and reflections (English, 2007). Accordingly some studies found that in online
discussion students displayed high levels of cognitive responses, including inferences and
judgments levels of comprehension (Brown, 2002). McClain (2002)’s case study conducted at
the middle school level found that in eighth grade language arts the use of Internet tools
(online discussion, e-mail) over four months affected reading in a positive way, by improving
students” motivation to read and promoting critical reading.

Online discussion helps learners construct and increase their knowledge, experiences
and perspectives regarding the ideas they are discussing (Conklin, 2005). This advantage of
online discussion is manifested in various research studies (Grisham & Wolsey, 2006; Larson,
2009; Markel, 2001). Meaning can be constructed when learners participate, read and
negotiate with others, and express their opinions (Grisham & Wolsey, 2006). Likewise,
Larson (2009) validated the idea that involvement in online discussions supports social
construction of knowledge in which learners benefit from each other’s support and knowledge
construction. In another study, researchers confirmed that participation in an online discussion
facilitated social construction of student knowledge and group building of meaning (Jahnke,
2010).

However, other studies have found that online discussion does not improve reading
achievement. For example, Yu (2009) investigated the impact of synchronous online
discussion on FTF discussion and academic achievement in senior secondary school English
classes. That study found that online discussion did not result in any quantitatively measured
improvement in students’ academic achievement, although the data generated from students’
journals indicated that many students were able to accomplish knowledge and understanding.

Similarly others also found that online discussion did not promote achievement in reading,
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grammar or vocabulary for senior secondary school students with English as a second
language (Zhang, Gao, Ring and Zhang, (2007). White (2006) compared the responses and
analysis of short stories by sixth and seventh grade students using online versus FTF
discussion groups and found that FTF discussions enhanced students’ ability to respond and
analyse literature more than the online discussions. The students in the FTF discussions were
able to produce meaningful responses to the literature and achieved significantly higher scores
than online discussion groups. It was concluded that, overall, students in FTF groups
manifested inferential thinking skills and made connections to their own experiences as well
as to other literature better than students involved in online discussions.

Other research findings showed no significant change on critical thinking levels over
time when using online discussions to learn (Cook, 2008). At the post-secondary level, the
critical thinking displayed by most messages posted in an online discussion was superficial,
based in comparing and sharing information; only a small proportion of posts involved a
higher order of cognition (McLoughlin & Luca, 2000).

From the discussion above, it can be concluded that the effect of using online
discussion on students’ comprehension and learning in reading classes is not consistent. This
inconsistency could be attributed to differences in the teacher preparation and overall
instructional design, including: provision of guidelines; teacher involvement and role; type of
topics; design of learning activities; duration and structure of discussions; study context; and
the use of different online tools. Further, research design and assessment tools may have
impacted the study outcomes. The inconclusive results about the value of online discussion
suggest that there are a number of challenges in designing and assessing AOD activities.
Therefore a number of factors were taken into account in designing AOD and proving its

impact in the current study.
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3.2.2 Contributions of online discussion to students’ learning in reading classes

As well as investigating and reviewing the previous research about improvements in
reading comprehension, another important aim of this review is to understand how various
online discussion features support learning in reading classes, affect students’ participation
and interaction with others, and influence students’ and teachers’ perceptions toward using
online group discussion. To this end, a review of previous research was conducted in this area
and suggests that the use of online discussion supports students’ learning in different ways. It
has some considerable advantages in teaching at different educational levels, including
secondary school: (a) increased participation; (b) supporting social interaction; (c) offering

flexibility of time and place; and (d) improving enjoyment and comfort.

3.2.2.1 Increased participation

One important aspect that was examined and tested in the current study is the
usefulness of AOD regarding students’ participation when they discuss readings. A review of
previous research revealed that online discussion supports students’ participation (Black,
2005; V. Jewell, 2005; Krebs, 2004; S. Yu, 2009) and facilitates equal chances and more
opportunities for students to contribute and participate (Brown, 2002; Jahnke, 2010; M. G.
Moore, 2002).The use of such online tools results in enhancement of the learners’
participation and extension of their conversation about the literature tasks beyond the bounds
of FTF classroom time and place (V. Jewell, 2005). It is also beneficial for more silent
students to express their views, as well as for students who regularly participate in FTF
classroom discussions, as online discussion also encourages them to generate in-depth
responses (English, 2007).

Northrup (2009) conducted a study of secondary school English classes in which
students attended class discussion and then participated in a voluntary online threaded

discussion about novels. Students read and responded to more than 90% of discussion board
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posts, suggesting there was a high level of individual involvement in online discussion about
the literature. These findings confirmed Conklin’s (2005) study, which used surveys and
interviews with secondary school students to show that online discussion enables students to
participate, as much as they want, and more than they normally do in a traditional classroom.
In Bohning’s (2008) study, which explored the use of Moodle tools (e.g., accessing links,
blogs, Wiki and discussion forums) in eighth grade language art classes over two weeks, it
was concluded that all students were involved and participated in the online discussions more
than they did in regular classroom discussion.

Another study conducted by Yu (2009) investigated the effects of online discussion on
FTF participation and academic achievement of 18 public secondary school students in
English classes, showing that the rate of students’ participation improved in FTF discussions.

At the post-secondary level, studies showed that computer bulletin board discussions
have the potential to improve learners’ participation and interaction (Pena-Shaff & Nicholls,
2004) and provide all learners with the same chance to express their thoughts (Pena-Shaff et
al., 2005).

However, there is research that suggests that the level of participation in online
discussions may also decrease. This is illustrated by Cook’s (2008) study in which middle
year students participated in small group literature discussion forums about stories and were
given individual feedback every week about their participation. Students’ participation in the
online discussion declined significantly over time. The study also found that the quality and
quantity of the students’ responses were influenced by various primary factors, including
students’ interest level regarding content, difficulty level of the stories, and interactions with
peers.

Other studies also explored students’ participation rates in online discussion, with

some studies finding considerable differences in participation rates between students,
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indicating that some students engaged more actively than others (Lipponen et al., 2003; Yeo
& Quek, 2011). In research at the graduate level, Hara, Bonk and Angeli (2000) used online
discussion in the form of an instructional approach called ‘starter-wrappers’ to supplement
class discussion over 12 weeks and established that most students posted only the required
quantity of messages per week (e.g., one). Also, interestingly, the discussions were dominated
by students, not the teacher (Hara, Bonk, & Angeli, 2000).

One factor that could affect students’ participation in online discussion includes
familiarity with peers in the discussion forums. For example, Cook (2008) suggested that
students who had friends in their group showed more positive experiences compared with
those who did not. At the higher education level, participants perceived they are more likely
to contribute to discussions generated by other learners who they are familiar with (Pena-
Shaff et al., 2005).

Previous studies suggested that there are various factors that limit students’
participation in online discussion. For example, Hew, Cheung and Ling Ng (2010) explored
the factors that caused a limited contribution from students in online discussions. By
reviewing 50 empirical studies they identified seven common factors that contributed to non-
participation: (a) not being able to identify the need and importance for online discussion;
(b) moderator and other participant behaviour (e.g., lack of immediate response to their
questions from others, no interest or involvement shown by the teacher); (c) personality traits;
(d) difficulty in keeping up with the discussion because of information overload; (e) not
knowing what to contribute; (f) exhibiting a surface level of thinking or low level knowledge
construction; and (g) technical aspects (Hew et al., 2010). In another study, students perceived
that in asynchronous learning environments participants can be frustrated if they do not

receive any comment from others or even receive negative responses (Jahnke, 2010).
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3.2.2.2 Supporting social interaction

One aim of this research was to understand how students interact in online discussion
designed to support reading comprehension. Therefore, it was important to explore literature
around students’ interaction with materials, peers and the teacher in an online environment.
For example, it is usually argued that, the use of online discussion provides a community
environment to support learners’ social interaction. Discussion in online forums may be
interactive (English, 2007; Grisham & Wolsey, 2006; Larson, 2009), with students posting
and responding several times. Online discussion provides various opportunities for student—
teacher and student—student interaction (English, 2007). A well-applied online discussion has
the potential to improve the quality and quantity of student interaction (Black, 2005).

Online discussion is a communication tool that helps learners interact, discuss and
dialogue with other learners and instructors regarding the tasks and the topic under
consideration. This is supported by different studies that claim online discussion increases
social interaction and sharing of ideas between members involved in community learning
(McClain, 2002; Jewell, 2005; Northrup, 2007). Online discussion, in relation to reading
comprehension, is considered an important tool that engages students in social conversations
about texts (Kirk & Orr, 2003). Student interaction in online discussion groups can improve
over time, however, a good proportion of the students’ interactions are off-topic (S. Yu,
2009). Students perceive that learning through online discussions provides participants with a
valuable chance to share their perspectives and opinions with their peers and the moderator
(Hobgood, 2007).

Online discussion can also facilitate interactivity. Brown (2002) concluded that online
discussions between students were interactive and included both implicit and explicit
responses among participants. In Janhk’s (2010) study, students considered interactivity as

being an important element of online discussion as well as a form of interaction within a
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social activity. Students listed different examples of interactivity, including providing
feedback, asking questions, supporting others, reminding others, encouraging participation,
asking for clarity and probing for more in-depth details.

Most of the studies cited above were conducted at the middle and secondary school
levels; intense interaction between learners was also observed at the elementary level. Social
interactions could be a valuable advantage as students have a connection with each other and
exert influence on each other. An intense interaction between participants, however, could
also cause information overload (Lipponen et al., 2003).

At the post-secondary level, research has also shown that online discussion supports
students’ interactions. For example, Hara and colleagues (2000) found that students’
messages contained references to peers, which is an indicator of interaction between students.
In addition, it was observed that students’ posts become more interactive as time progressed
and students read each other’s messages. Another study by Pena-Shaff and Nicholls (2004)
confirmed that online discussion can increase the interaction between learners.

By participating in social interaction with others, students in an online discussion can
learn by reading and hearing others’ opinions. Brown’s (2002) study revealed 91% of
students felt that hearing other perspectives and contributions assisted them in learning about
subjects as well as clarifying their own ideas. The same study reported students felt that
reading others’ comments constituted another source of learning. Moreover, a study
conducted by Grisham and Wolsey (2006) established that students build their own
knowledge and understanding in online discussion by exploring the text from different points
and perspectives. Conklin’s (2005) study supported the idea that students learn, and build
their knowledge from each other’s contributions in an online discussion.

A number of studies have illustrated that different types of social interaction emerge in

online discussions. In one study, students voiced their opinions and agreement, connected to
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the reading texts and asked and answered questions (Northrup, 2007). In that study, the
majority of student responses included answering questions, sharing opinions, agreement and
making connections to the text, themselves and the world; asking questions was the least-
posted type of messages. It was also observed that students posted very few incorrect answers
in the discussion. In Jahnke’s (2010) research, students perceived that by interacting in online
discussion, they were able to comment, seek advice and debate with others. Krebs (2005)
reported that students used the discussion forum for various activities, including posting
questions, answering others’ questions, re-reading content, learning from other students and
the instructor, reflecting on their learning and responding to each other.

Another type of student interaction observed in online discussions is the scaffolding
and support they provide to each other. Larson (2009) concluded that students in fifth grade
depended on each other for guidance, support and building knowledge. Students supported
each other in online discussion by valuing others’ responses, thanking each other for their
contribution and responses and posting complimentary messages (Larson, 2009). Hara et al.’s
(2000) study supports the idea that in an electronic discussion environment learners scaffold
each other’s learning.

Agreement and disagreement are examples of students’ interaction types in online
discussions. In a study by Cook (2008) the majority of students agreed with each other’s
comments rather than disagreed. In contrast, another study found a low percent of student
agreement, with students tending to disagree and challenge others and provide different
opinions (Northrup, 2007). At the post-secondary level, students commented on messages
that they disagreed with rather than to posts they agreed with (Pena-Shaff et al., 2005). The
agreement-disagreement interaction behaviour category was also included in a framework to

analyse content of students’ interaction in online discussion (Zhu, 1996).
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Previous studies have found that, in online discussion, learners may get involved in
both on-task and off-task conversations. ‘On-task’ conversation refers to posts relating to the
topic under discussion while ‘off-task’ refers to posts not related directly to the topic. It is
important to direct learners to focus on the topic under discussion so learning can take place.
Taking focus of class learning — on- or off-topic — as an indicator of the quality of discourse
(Lipponen et al., 2003) showed 69% of elementary students’ online discussion was on-task.
A study at the post-secondary level also found that learners were extremely content-focused
in their discussions (Hara et al., 2000).

Off-task discussion could include social conversations, such as greetings and sharing
personal experiences. Although social talk is not related to the task under the discussion, it
can be beneficial, with positive effects on students’ interaction in online discussion, for
example, social messages being intertwined with on-topic discussion. Also the substantial
messages of social talk can contribute in guiding group conversation to indirectly overcome
the intrinsic challenges of collaborative learning (Chen & Wang, 2009). Social interchange
was manifested in the study by Lipponen et al. (2003), and considered useful for activating

participation in discourse, enhancing motivation and building the sense of community.

3.2.2.3 Flexibility (anytime and anywhere)

Previous studies have revealed that one of the most important aspects of online
discussion is the ability to provide learners with the chance to learn and participate anytime,
anywhere and at their convenience (Conklin, 2005; Hew & Cheung, 2003b; Tiene, 2000; Wu
& Hiltz, 2004). Another aspect of online discussion is to provide learners with adequate time
to reflect and produce critical and thoughtful responses (Black, 2005). Reflection time is seen
as an advantage of AOD that helps students prepare and formulate their thoughts before
posting them to forums (Jahnke, 2010). In Conklin’s (2005) study, student survey and

interview data indicated that online discussion provides students with sufficient time for
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reflection, editing and re-editing, preparing better answers, expanding their understanding,
reducing pressure, thinking longer, reading others’ contributions and asking and answering
questions.

Also known as ‘anywhere learning’, AOD helps students’ participation, providing
access to others’ ideas and contributions (Conklin, 2005). The flexibility of time improves the
quality of both individual posts and whole discussions without time constraints, as can be the
case in FTF discussion (Northrup, 2007).

A study at the post-tertiary graduate level, found that electronic learning activities,
such as online discussion, provide learners with more time to formulate their reflections on
content, producing more in-depth cognitive and social posts, more than could occur in
traditional FTF learning (Hara et al., 2000). In addition, every learner in an online discussion
can become a regular participant and contributor to the discussion if they are convinced to
participate (Hara et al., 2000). Pena-Shaff and colleagues’ (2005) study that showed online
discussion provided more time for reflection, preparation, thinking and organisation of ideas
before students posted and shared them with others.

However, restricting online discussions to a short time period can result in occurrences
of one-way communication and interaction. Therefore online discussion must have, and give,
learners ample time to participate, read others’ posts, reflect, type and wait for responses.
Students in online discussions need more time to carefully and deeply articulate and revise
their ideas and posts (Wang & Woo, 2007). Allocating adequate time for students to prepare
their responses and think about their contribution provides all participants with the same
opportunities for sharing their perspectives and opinions (Larson, 2009).

Studies have shown that online discussion supports flexibility of anytime and
anywhere learning by providing a permanent written archive of a discussion, which is

available to the learner even after completion (Northrup, 2007). Conklin’s (2005) study
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showed that students benefitted from access to this stored, rich information, content and
contribution of peers. This stored record assisted students in using others’ ideas to clarify,
refine and build their own understanding. In addition, students were able to compare their
posts with others and retrieve what they had missed in the discussion (Conklin, 2005). The
ability to access and revisit others’ ideas and posts when needed is perceived as a valuable
advantage of online discussion and contributes to student learning (Hew & Cheung, 2003b;

Jahnke, 2010; Pena-Shaff et al., 2005; Tiene, 2000).

3.2.2.4 Improved enjoyment and comfort

Various studies have found that learners are positive about using online discussion in
their learning (Conklin, 2005; Yu, 2009; Hobgood, 2007; Brown, 2002). Online discussion
also improves students’ comfort level in FTF discussion (Yu, 2009) and offers an opportunity
to learn with less pressure (Brown, 2002). In Brown’s (2002) study, students’ felt online
discussion was advantageous for their learning and interacting with peers. When students
were asked about their preference for online discussion groups over FTF discussion, they
agreed that they felt more comfortable writing their ideas in an online discussion than
expressing them verbally (White, 2006). In another study at the post-secondary level, some
students felt more comfortable discussing ideas in an online discussion medium than ina FTF
setting (Pena-Shaff et al., 2005).

Some studies also showed that students enjoy participating in online discussion. For
example, Hobgood’s (2007) study found that more than 55% of secondary school students
enjoyed their involvement in an online discussion. Grisham and Wolsey (2006) also found
that the majority of participants enjoyed their involvement in threaded discussion in groups,
and only a small proportion of students disliked it. Boehning (2008) interviewed 12 students

who participated in a Moodle course, which involved an online discussion forum. The
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students perceived this new experience as fun for various reasons, including using
technology, a new mode of learning, individuality and interaction with peers.

A study by Cheong and Cheung (2008) examined the quality of thinking and
perceptions of using AOD by secondary school students in an online discussion that was
student-centered with teacher assistance and scaffolding. The findings showed that most
students had positive perceptions of online discussion and its role in learning and thinking.

Some studies showed that students’ perceptions of online discussion are related to
their perceptions of learning from online discussion. For example, Hobgood (2007) found that
there was a correlation between secondary school students’ perceptions of motivation and
enjoyment and their perceptions of learning. However, not all students like all aspects of
online discussion. For example, in Brown’s (2002) study, students were asked what they liked
least in online discussion. They disliked not being part of the topic selection process and
made negative comments regarding learning styles; for example, some students preferred

talking to writing, and some others were more visual than verbal learners (Brown, 2002).

3.2.3 Challenges of using online discussion

In order to design and implement online discussion to support reading comprehension
for the current study, it was important to review literature related to the challenges of applying
this method. Although, as discussed earlier, integration of online discussion in teaching and
learning provides some benefits, it also poses some challenges, which include:
(a) technological difficulties; (b) feelings of isolation; (c) lack of prior knowledge, experience
and skills in using online discussion; (d) lack of immediacy; (e) increased workload; and
(f) storing information and quality of posts.

Research has indicated that one of the most prevalent difficulties faced by learners and
instructors working with AOD relates to technology (Hew et al., 2010) and forum features

(Murphy & Colema, 2004). Several technological problems may emerge during participation
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in online discussion, for instance, not having adequate access to a computer or the Internet
(Conklin, 2005), or accessing and navigating a threaded discussion (English, 2007). Technical
difficulties such as registration and log on issues may limit students’ contribution in the
discussion (Hew et al., 2010). However, these kinds of technical problems are significantly
diminishing as equipment becomes less expensive and online services proliferate at affordable
costs (Tiene, 2000).

Another challenge identified by various studies in this area is that students may find
communicating and interacting in online discussion more challenging as a result of feeling
isolated. For example, Krebs (2004) found that secondary school students struggled with
communication due to the absence of nonverbal elements. In this respect, Conklin (2005)
found some disadvantages of online discussion related to social interaction, including
separation from others, which causes a feeling of isolation in some learners. In that study,
Conklin found that separation from others caused an absence of excitement, expression and
other feelings, which are afforded by FTF communication.

In an online discussion environment, the limitations caused by a lack of gestures,
facial expressions and voice tone lead to some challenges and communication problems.
These problems include difficulties in understanding the intent of posts that may result in
misinterpretation and confusion (Murphy & Colema, 2004). Similarly, Williams and
colleagues’ (2001) study revealed that the lack of the FTF elements was a challenge for the
facilitator of an online discussion. A further concern is that not all learners will receive
comments or responses to their posts, and this may in turn affect their overall interaction and
learning (English, 2005), thus increasing the probability of feeling isolated.

This problem of feeling excluded from the discussion group can be observed when
some students or an instructor dominate the discussion. As found in Murphy and Colema’s

(2004) study, domination of the discussion can make participants feel excluded and frustrated.
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In that study students expressed their feelings of exclusion in various comments, such as
“very alone” and “feelings of being outsider”.

Although separation from others can result in feeling isolated, it can also be
considered an advantage to students who prefer working on their own. For example,
according to Conklin’s (2005) study, for some students, separation from others was
considered an advantage insofar as they felt socially comfortable, freer to participate, less
subject to personal criticism and valued others’ opinions. Other students in that study,
however, did not perceive separation as an advantage.

Another difficulty pointed out in the literature is that a lack of moderators and student
knowledge, experience and skills in using online discussion tools can be challenging.
Moderators’ involvement, support, contribution and feedback play an important role in online
learning, including online discussion (Berge, 1995; Burge, 1994; Hobgood, 2007; Smith,
2005). They should have adequate teaching and moderating knowledge and skills to facilitate
and manage student participation and learning in online discussions (Goodyear, Salmon,
Spector, Steeples, & Tickner, 2001). The instructor’s contribution to the learning process is a
significant factor for the effectiveness of any teaching, regardless of delivery method (E. S.
Johnson, 2007).

Other problems that are related to a moderator’s lack of knowledge and skills may
include lack of computer skills, including Internet use, planning and designing lessons, and
activities and managing participation (Conklin, 2005; English, 2007; Yeo & Quek, 2011).

Love (2002) explored the challenges facing eleventh grade teachers when they
employed online discussion in their classrooms. The primary challenge was related to the
language mode used in online discussion, that is, assisting discussants to organise and
formulate their written language. Other challenges included topic and content selection, and

regulation of students’ interaction and relationships in the online context, which required
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scaffolding student—student interactions. Teachers were disappointed because students
perceived their roles as responding to the teachers’ questions rather than responding to their
peers’ posts and contributions. Love (2002) suggested that the lack of student—student
interaction was because both teachers and students were applying a new mode of learning and
interaction.

One potential factor that may hinder student learning and critical thinking in online
discussion is the lack of students’ previous knowledge and experiences in using online
discussion, as well as the lack of thinking skills (Cheong & Cheung, 2008).

Another challenge cited by researchers in online learning is the lack of immediate
feedback from teachers and peers. Previous post-secondary studies established that
immediate behaviour of teachers — such as feedback, humour and encouragement — are
associated positively with student learning and satisfaction (Arbaugh, 2001). Although time
flexibility helps students’ effective learning and interaction, it also poses some difficulties,
including lack of timely and immediate feedback and responses received from others (Hew &
Cheung, 2003b; Hew et al., 2010; Wang & Woo, 2007). The lack of teacher or student
response could be one factor that limits students’ participation in online discussion (Hew et
al., 2010).

As reported in another study, 94% of students checked frequently if peers had replied
to their contribution, indicating receiving peer feedback was a critical factor that influenced
participation and interaction in online discussion (Pena-Shaff et al., 2005). That study
revealed that not receiving feedback impacted negatively and hindered learners’ participation.

A potentially increased workload is another problem that participants face in online
discussion (Hew et al., 2010). Teachers found moderating students’ online discussion and

interactions a demanding task. However, Black (2005) suggested that this problem can be
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solved by giving students more responsibility for their participation in online discussion, such
as monitoring the discussion (Black, 2005).

Studies revealed that students also find the increased workload challenging, at times
finding it difficult to keep up with the discussion (White, 2006). Although, as noted above,
flexibility of participation in online discussion is useful to students’ learning, it may create
information overload, as students can write as much as they want (Conklin, 2005; Hew et al.,
2010). Some learners reported it was not easy to follow a large group with too many people
contributing and posting (Wu & Hiltz, 2004). Even graduate students perceived that it was
challenging to maintain the same rate of posting as other participants. The pressure to
participate in the discussion and keep up with their peers led to workload problems, for
example, long messages posted by some discussants (E. Murphy & Colema, 2004).

As discussed above, students could benefit from having a permanent record of their
online discussion. However, there are some concerns about the quality of information stored,
and how this could have detrimental effects on the quality of learning. For example, such
records could involve incorrect information or poorly written work; some students were in
fact afraid to participate in case they made mistakes, considering that their work would be
available to the public (Conklin, 2005). The quality of learners’ posts could be affected by
feeling pressured to meet course requirements and to keep up with others’ posts and replies
(Murphy & Colema, 2004). In Murphy and Colema’s (2004) study, students perceived that
there was lack of meaningful and thoughtful posts, a focus on quantity not quality, a lack of
depth and some students provided vague comments. As reported by Pena-Shaff et al. (2005),
some participants perceived that most of messages in online discussions were personal

thoughts and those messages did not add much value or meaning to the content.
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3.2.4 Teacher’s role as facilitator

The role of teacher and moderator in developing, facilitating and monitoring the
quality of online discussion forum is vital. It is argued that an effective forum must have a
successful moderator whose guidance influences the quality of online discussion (Guan, Tasi,
& Hawang, 2006). In a computer-mediated communication environment, instructors and
learners sometimes face, and feel that they are challenged by, new tasks and roles that they
need to carry out and master (Berge, 1995). It is critical for teachers to adopt a facilitator role
by encouraging learners to control, and be responsible for, their own learning (White, 2006).

The transition from traditional instruction to an online mode of teaching and learning
requires qualified instructors who are prepared to provide quality and successful online
instruction (Yang & Cornelious, 2005). As such a transition takes place, a teacher should
adopt approaches appropriate for computer-mediated education. For example, the view of
teachers’ roles in computer-mediated learning should change from that of an information
provider and transmitter to a guide and mediator of student-centered experiences (Muinhead,
2001; Salomon, 1992).

Overall, instructor roles in an online teaching and learning environment are different
from FTF classrooms (Andresen, 2009; Coppola, Hiltz, & Rotter, 2001). In this regard,
Goodyear et al. (2001) pointed out that “the ways in which ‘good teaching’ is expressed may
be very different in the two settings of FTF teaching and online teaching” (p. 71). They
further identified and described a range of roles of an online teacher, which include content
facilitator, researcher, assessor, advisor, process facilitator, technologist, designer and
manager (Goodyear et al., 2001).

Different studies have emphasised the importance of instructor roles in supporting
students’ participation and learning in online discussions. Zhang, Gao and Zhang (2007)

concluded that the instructor’s contribution in online discussion had an effect on students’
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attitudes toward online discussions and enhanced their critical thinking and learning efforts.
In addition, they found that instructor’s support makes students feel comfortable about
participating in online discussions. That study showed that the students who participated in
online discussion with instructor intervention, as compared with those in online discussion
without instructor intervention, wrote more for their assignments contributed more messages
and wanted to post more after receiving instructor feedback.

Other studies found that the instructor presence and scaffolding in an online
discussion was vital in improving the level and complexity of learners’ posts, and promoting
more effective and interactive discussions, and resulted in better literacy responses compared
with FTF discussion (Grisham & Wolsey, 2006). Also, the moderator’s behaviour can
increase participants’ involvement in the learning activity (Tagg & Dickinson, 1995). In a
study of eighth grade students, it was concluded that the teachers’ roles, participation and
presence were important factors for providing effective and successful online discussion
(Livingstone, 2009).

Furthermore, the students’ awareness of the instructor’s presence in a discussion may
encourage them to produce more appropriate and high quality contributions (Northrup, 2007).
This was also supported in other research that showed the immediacy of instructor behaviour
has a significant influence on students’ motivation and learning in online discussion
(Hobgood, 2007). In addition, students who participated in online discussion perceived that
more teacher involvement and feedback are needed and valuable. A lack of sufficient and
clear guidelines and instructions could result in poor-quality posts (Cheong & Cheung, 2008).

As students could find it difficult to participate in online discussion, some authors
agreed that teachers need to model expected responses from students (English, 2007).
Teachers can also provide effective modelling of student—student interactions explicitly by

showing how learners could respond to others in a critical and constructive manner (Love,
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2002).  Teachers in online discussion environments should also monitor students’
conversations (Grisham & Wolsey, 2006). As suggested by Yeo and Quek (2011), close

monitoring by the teacher-facilitator can help reduce inequality of students’ participation.

3.2.5 Factors affecting the learning design of online discussion

As pointed out in earlier sections, previous studies of the effectiveness of online
discussion on students’ participation and learning produced mixed results. There are different
factors that could lead to either positive or negative impacts of online discussion on students’
learning. It is important to consider that an online tool is a medium and vehicle for learning
and the design of learning activities and overall learning environment are more crucial than
the tool itself. As cited in Zhang et al. (2007), Gruber (1995) stated that “an online discussion
forum itself does not necessarily change classroom practices, educators need to determine the
practical ways to use it effectively to assist instruction” (p. 641). Black (2005) also
commented: “it is not the technology itself but the manner in which it is applied that is most
critical” (p. 15).

In a study conducted by Cacciatore (2010), the researcher claimed that a discussion
board alone was not responsible for facilitating a more cognitively complex students’
understanding of Romeo and Juliet. Cacciatore concluded that the facilitation of
understanding of the literature was not attributed to the use of technology alone, but rather to
the teacher’s design of the online experience, as well as students’ motivation to write and read
well, noting “the technology just assisted the teacher and his students during the learning
process” (Cacciatore, 2010, p. 343).

Many factors could affect learning results as they are investigated during a research
study, including: the time of implementation of study; the length of intervention; students’
prior experiences and knowledge; and technical preparation (Zhang et al., 2007). For

example, in Zhang et al.’s (2007) study, it is argued that a five-week intervention was too

74



Online Discussion and Comprehension

short to improve students’ reading and grammar. Yu (2009) commented on a study that lasted
a little over two months that by allocating more time, learner abilities to focus on the
materials and interact with others could be better developed by the end of the course.

As presented in this literature review, there are no consistent conclusions regarding the
effectiveness of online discussion on students’ participation and learning outcomes. The
comparison of various research findings is difficult due to the variation in study designs,
instructional designs and facilitation, teacher preparation and commitment, type of
technologies used and participant skills (Lipponen et al, 2003). An important result of the
USA Department of Education (2009) study is that the observed benefits of online or BL are
not necessarily a result of the media implemented, as the benefits could be attributed to
differences in content, pedagogy or learning time. These observed advantages could also be
caused by additional elements integrated into the treatment conditions, such as more time
spent, materials and opportunities for collaboration (Means, Toyama, Murpy, Bakia, & Jones,
2009). Therefore, it was important to align the methodological design of the study with the

instructional design of AOD activities and overall aims of the curriculum.

3.3 Methodological Issues in Previous Research

Various research methodologies and approaches have been used to explore the
implementation of discussion approaches on teaching reading comprehension. One common
form of quantitative research is the experimental or quasi-experimental design, which has
been employed by many researchers (Alfassi, 1998; Anjum & Inam Ullah, 2011; Bejarano,
1987; Fall et al., 2000; King, 1990; Saunders & Goldenberg, 1999; Stevens, 2003; Sun, 2010;
Van Keer & Verhaeghe, 2005; Zhang et al., 2007). This methodological design is commonly
used in to compare the effects of teaching approaches on students’ reading comprehension. It
involves more than one group and condition (e.g., experimental and control) plus pre- and

post-measurements for comparison.

75



Online Discussion and Comprehension

Others studies employed qualitative approaches, such as the ethnographic approach
(Olezza, 1999) and case study (Alvermann, 1995; Alvermann et al., 1996; Boehning, 2008;
Conklin, 2005). This type of research is applied to explore student and teacher perceptions
and experiences in using a teaching approach and examine student discussion and discourse in
depth.

Some studies in this area utilised mixed methodologies (Mizerka, 1999) and multiple
data collection methods (Billings, 1999; S. Yu, 2009; Zhang et al., 2007). In this type of
research, more than one approach is applied to explore the issue under investigation in some
depth and breadth than using either a quantitative or qualitative approach alone.

Lastly, meta-analyses (P. Murphy et al., 2009), reviews of intervention studies
(Rosenshine et al., 1996) and reviews of research studies (Nystrand, 2006) have also been
conducted in this area.

Many studies that have been conducted in this field focused on analysing discourse,
discussion and student responses (Fall et al., 2000; Soter et al., 2008; Yeo & Quek, 2011),
particularly research that focused on application of online discussion (T. Anderson, Rouke,
Garrison, & Archer, 2001; Brown, 2002; Chen & Wang, 2009; Guan et al., 2006; Lipponen et
al., 2003; Northrup, 2007; Zhu, 1996). Therefore, the discourse analysis of students’ and
teachers’ discussions was also applied in this study to understand in-depth the students’ and

teachers’ interaction in online discussion.

3.4 Summary of Literature Review

This chapter reviewed the literature related to instructional approaches for teaching
reading comprehension and the impact of using online discussion on students’ reading
comprehension and learning. The chapter was divided into several sections. The first section
reviewed existing research on the effective approaches for teaching reading comprehension

with more emphasis on group discussion. The second section focused on research that
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explored the application of online discussion in teaching reading and students’ learning. The
chapter concluded with a discussion about theoretical lenses and methodological designs used
in previous research.

Several key insights emerged from this review. First, overall, there is a lack of
research focusing on investigating how AOD can support students’ comprehension and
learning at the secondary school level, particularly in the Saudi Arabian context. This
suggested that there is a need to conduct studies focusing on how AOD could supplement and
support FTF learning in secondary school, particularly on reading comprehension.

Second, it was found that there are various teaching strategies and approaches that are
useful in supporting students’ comprehension, including explicit and direct instruction of
comprehension strategies, teacher questioning and question answering, student-generated
questioning, and group discussions. Therefore, combinations of some of these strategies were
applied in this study’s instructional design.

Third, the review of the literature suggested that there was inconsistency about the
effectiveness of AOD on students’ outcomes and participation. Most studies reviewed
indicated that using AOD brings about some advantages for students’ comprehension and
participation, and learning in general. However, some studies suggested that using AOD was
not always beneficial for students’ learning and participation, and there were some challenges
in using such a tool. Nevertheless, one could conclude that AOD has the potential to
contribute to, and complement, FTF classes by extending time for learning beyond the class,
offering more time and opportunity for all students to participate, discuss, prepare their posts,
and involve in social interaction.

Fourth, another major outcome of this review is that the role of the teacher in
moderating students’ online discussion, as well as providing effective support and instruction,

is vital and has an impact on students’ learning and participation. Fifth, it was found that
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various mixed methods were used in previous studies, such as experimental designs,
interviews and content analysis. However, there was no existing test that could be used to
measure students’ Arabic reading comprehension focusing on the main three levels of
comprehension: literal, inferential and evaluative. Finally, the literature showed that there are
various pedagogical and experimental factors that may influence the observed effectiveness of
AOD activities, such as intervention design and teaching style, students’ prior knowledge, the
length of the study and measurements applied.

This review informed the researcher in designing the current study in various ways.
First, it informed the choice of social constructivism as a theoretical framework for the study
and combining group discussion with other effective teaching approaches as an instructional
approach. Second, it informed the researcher about the viability and the need of using mixed
methods research for examining the research problem in depth. Third, it guided the researcher
in designing and blending both AOD and FTF learning to create the activities that were
implemented and evaluated. Finally, and most importantly, it provided the researcher with
the rationale for conducting this study. The next chapter details the methodological designs of
this research, including the research paradigm, methodology, research processes, instructional

design, data collection methods and analysis.
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CHAPTER FOUR

RESEARCH METHODOLOGY
4.1 Introduction

The objective of this mixed methods research study was to examine the effectiveness
of blending Asynchronous Online group Discussion with Face-to-Face reading classes on
secondary school students’ comprehension. It aimed to investigate how students and teachers
participate and interact when they engage in AOD about reading. Further, to achieve more in-
depth understanding of the usefulness and challenges of blending AOD with FTF classes, this
study explored teachers’ and students’ perceptions of applying AOD in reading classes.

This study applied a sequential mixed-methods design, which is rooted in a pragmatic
paradigm, combining quantitative and qualitative approaches. In the first part of this study, a
quantitative, quasi-experimental approach was applied in order to examine the effects of
blending AOD with FTF reading classes on students’ comprehension. In the second part, a
qualitative approach with semi-structured interviews was employed to explore students’ and
teachers’ perceptions toward using AOD in more detail. Qualitative data were also obtained
from students’ and teachers’ AOD transcripts. They were analysed in order to understand how
participants constructed their knowledge and comprehended the readings through social
interaction with peers. These research approaches will be discussed in detail in this chapter.

This methodology chapter aims to provide comprehensive descriptions of the research
methodological issues and process. To achieve this aim the following sections focus on: (a)
the research paradigm; (b) design of the quantitative part of the study; (c) design of the
qualitative part of the study; (d) sampling and participants; (e) the instructional design of BL,
including FTF and AOD activities; (f) data collection procedures; (g) quantitative and

qualitative analyses of the data; (h) language translation issues; and (i) ethical considerations.
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4.2 Research Paradigm

When researchers design empirical studies, they need to construct and justify the
philosophical assumptions and paradigm that drive their choices of research methodology,
data collection methods and analyses. A paradigm is a worldview, a framework and set of
beliefs that inform and guide the processes and methods of conducting research (Bryman,
2003; Creswell, 2009; Guba & Lincoln, 1994; Lincoln & Guba, 1985; Morgan, 2007). One of
the most comprehensive definitions of them was provided by Bryman (2003) who defined
paradigm as “clusters of beliefs and dictates which for scientists in a particular discipline
influence what should be studied, how research should be done, how results should be
interpreted, and so on” (p. 4). In particular, the choices of quantitative, qualitative or mixed
methods approaches are influenced by the beliefs and assumptions that the researcher holds
(Creswell, 2009; Lincoln & Guba, 1985).

There are three main research paradigms discussed in the literature: positivism,
constructivism and pragmatism (Creswell, 2009; Lincoln & Guba, 1985; Tashakkori &
Teddlie, 1998). Each of these paradigms holds some assumptions that underline the three
main research methodologies. Positivism usually underlines typical quantitative research,
constructivism/interpretivism assumptions are more consistent with qualitative research, and
pragmatic assumptions are associated with mixed-methods approach (Creswell, 2009; R. B.
Johnson & Onwuegbuzie, 2004; Mackenzie & Knipe, 2006).

Historically, there was debate about the possibility of combining both qualitative and
quantitative research paradigms in a single study (R. B. Johnson & Onwuegbuzie, 2004;
Tashakkori & Teddlie, 1998). Quantitative research was dominant and accepted in
educational research until the early 1980s. Many researchers held that quantitative and
qualitative approaches were incompatible and therefore it was impossible to combine the two

approaches due to the differences in their underpinning philosophies. However, starting from
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the 1990s, many researchers rejected this view and advocated the pragmatic position, which
suggests that both quantitative and qualitative approaches are important, and could be
thoughtfully combined in single research studies (B. Johnson & Christensen, 2010;
Tashakkori & Teddlie, 1998).

The researcher in this study holds the pragmatic view, which shapes and influences
the choice of mixed methods approach as a strategy of inquiry. In addition, it influenced the
selection of the specific methods of data collection, data analysis, validation and interpretation
(Creswell, 2009; R. B. Johnson & Onwuegbuzie, 2004; Onwuegbuzie & Leech, 2005).

A pragmatic view suggests that the researcher applies the combination of approaches
that must appropriately answer the research questions and achieve the study purposes
(Creswell, 2009; R. B. Johnson & Onwuegbuzie, 2004). Pragmatic assumptions allow the
researcher to combine different methods and techniques based on the research aims and
questions. According to Creswell (2009), “For the mixed methods researcher, pragmatism
opens the door to multiple methods, different worldviews, and different assumptions, as well
as different forms of data collection and analysis” (p. 11). Pragmatism provided this
researcher with the possibilities of choosing the research methods and stances that best met
the research needs and purposes of this study (Creswell, 2009; Onwuegbuzie & Leech, 2005).

In summary, the pragmatic view holds the following assumptions and beliefs: (a) both
quantitative and qualitative approaches can be combined and are compatible; (b) both
deductive and inductive logic are acceptable; (c) applications of objective and subjective
points of views are included; and (d) values play an important role in doing research and
drawing conclusions (Creswell, 2009; R. B. Johnson & Onwuegbuzie, 2004; Onwuegbuzie &
Leech, 2005; Tashakkori & Teddlie, 1998). The pragmatic philosophy has two more

important implications: the research questions precede, and are the foundation of the methods;
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and accordingly the decision to apply either quantitative, qualitative or mixed methods
depends on the research questions (Punch, 2009).

Therefore, based on these philosophical assumptions, the researcher combined both
quantitative and qualitative research approaches to best answer the research questions. An
overview of both research paradigms is provided in the following sections. In addition, the

mixed methods paradigm is elaborated in more detail throughout the whole chapter.

4.2.1 Quantitative research

Quantitative research methodology is rooted in positivist philosophy. Positivism refers
to the traditional and scientific form of research, also called the scientific method, positivist
research or empirical science (Creswell, 2009), and is defined as an approach of natural
science (Neuman, 2006). Positivism holds some assumptions about quantitative research that
influence the choice of research methodology. These include: (a) there is a singular reality, in
which the researcher starts with hypotheses and tests them (Lincoln & Guba, 1985); (b)
determination (Cohen, Manion, & Morrison, 2000; Creswell, 2009; Neuman, 2006), which
means that a cause determines and influences an effect (Creswell, 2009; Lincoln & Guba,
1985); (c) developing knowledge is based on careful observation and measurement of the
objective reality found in the world (Bryman, 2008; Creswell, 2009; Neuman, 2006); (d)
researcher values and beliefs can influence the research, and therefore, it is important for the
researcher to be objective and not allow personal biases to affect outcomes (Lincoln & Guba,
1985; Neuman, 2006); and (e) the researcher starts with a predetermined theory (deductive
reasoning) (Bryman, 2008; Neuman, 2006).

Researchers who hold this paradigm examine the relationship between variables,
explore the causes and effects, and aims to apply reliable and valid instruments and
techniques for statistical analyses (Bryman, 2008; Creswell, 2009). Examples of research

methods that are based on this view are quasi-experimental study designs, surveys and
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experiments, tests and scales (Creswell, 2009; Mackenzie & Knipe, 2006; Rubin & Babbie,
2010).

The researcher in this study applied a quasi-experimental quantitative design to
examine the effects of using AOD on reading comprehension. Validated and reliable
comprehension tests were employed to assess students’ comprehension and to achieve
objectivity and minimise researcher bias. Statistical analyses were applied to analyse data and

report the findings of reading comprehension tests (B. Johnson & Christensen, 2010).

4.2.2 Qualitative research

Qualitative methodology is primarily rooted in social constructivism, interpretive and
naturalistic paradigms (Cohen et al., 2000; Creswell, 2009; Lincoln & Guba, 1985; Neuman,
2006). Qualitative methodology holds some assumptions including conducting research in a
natural setting, the ‘researcher as instrument’, the value of participants’ meaning, reflexivity
(Creswell, 2012), and subjectivity (Neuman, 2006). Qualitative research assumes that ‘truths’
and meanings are constructed and interpreted by the individual (D. Gray, 2009). The
naturalist paradigm holds six axioms, including: (a) there are multiple constructed realities;
(b) the knower and known are inseparable; (c) inquiry is value-bound; (d) time- and context-
free generalisations are not possible; (e) it is not possible to distinguish between causes and
effects; and (f) belief in inductive logic (Lincoln & Guba, 1985; Tashakkori & Teddlie, 1998).
Examples of data collection techniques that are underpinned by this perspective are
interviews, text analysis and observations (Mackenzie & Knipe, 2006).

In this study the researcher sought to understand the issues under investigation from
the participants’ insider perspectives. Therefore qualitative semi-structured interviews and
analyses of teachers’ and students’ AOD transcripts were used. Direct interviews with
participants and open-ended questions helped the participants expand their perspectives and

views in detail (Creswell, 2009). The researcher used deductive and inductive data analysis,
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combining analytical coding schemes based on the literature with emergent categories. In this
part of the study, the researcher applied more descriptive and interpretive analysis looking for
categories (B. Johnson & Christensen, 2010).

4.2.3 Mixed methods research

Mixed methods research refers to the application of both quantitative and qualitative
methodologies in a single study (Bryman, 2008; Creswell, 2009; Denscombe, 2007; R. B.
Johnson & Onwuegbuzie, 2004; Tashakkori & Teddlie, 1998). One of the most
comprehensive definitions of this approach is provided by Creswell and Clark (2010) who
defined mixed methods research: “as a methodology it involves philosophical assumptions
that guide the direction of the collection and analysis of the mixture of qualitative and
quantitative approaches in many phases of the research process” (p. 5). In addition, they
defined it as a method of research that “focuses on collecting, analyzing and mixing both
guantitative and qualitative data in a single study or series of studies” (p. 5). In their
definition, they pointed out that the combination of quantitative and qualitative approaches
helps to understand the research problem better than applying either single research approach
(Creswell & Clark, 2010, p. 5).

This research applied a sequential mixed methods design, that is, the application of
quantitative and qualitative methods in a sequence of phases (Creswell, 2009; Denscombe,
2007; Tashakkori & Teddlie, 1998). In the first part, a quantitative quasi-experimental
approach was applied to explore the effect of blending AOD with FTF instruction on
students’ comprehension scores. In the second part, qualitative semi-structured interviews
and analysis of AOD transcripts were conducted; to explore and explain how AOD helped

students’ comprehension and how they participated and interacted in AOD.
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4.2.3.1 Rationale of using mixed methods methodology

Researchers choose mixed methods approaches for different reasons. Green, Caracelli,
and Graham (1989) analysed 57 mixed methodological studies and identified five broad
rationales of use, including: (a) triangulation, which aims for convergence and
correspondence of results from different research methods; (b) complementarity, in which one
method complements, elaborates, clarifies or enhances the findings from other research
methods; (c) development, which means that the researcher uses the findings of one method
to develop and inform the other method; (d) initiation that seeks to discover paradoxes that
help to reframe the research questions; and (e) expansion, which refers to expanding the
breadth of inquiry by using different inquiry methods for different inquiry components
(Green, Caracelli, & Graham, 1989; R. B. Johnson, Onwuegbuzie, & Turner, 2007).

Several reasons motivated the researcher to apply mixed methods in this study. The
most important rationale was that a researcher can learn more about the research topic by
combining the complementary strengths of quantitative and qualitative approaches while at
the same time avoiding the weaknesses of both approaches (Punch, 2009). In the first part of
this study, the researcher addressed the effect of using AOD to supplement FTF learning on
students’ reading comprehension by applying reading comprehension tests. In the second part,
the researcher conducted detailed and in-depth interviews and content analysis of AOD to
explain and understand the test results and the processes that students followed in their
learning and discussion. Mixed methods provided the researcher with a more complete picture
and a deeper understanding of the implementation of AOD in FTF reading classes (Creswell,
2009; Denscombe, 2007). Applying qualitative approaches helped the researcher explain the
initial results generated from quantitative methods (Creswell & Clark, 2010).

The researcher’s decision to apply mixed methods was also guided by the previous

research conducted in this field, specifically studies that used experimental designs to
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examine the effects of online discussion on students’ learning and achievement (S. Yu, 2009;
Zhang et al., 2007). Other studies included in the review sought to explore how learners
participate, interact, collaborate, negotiate and construct their knowledge in online discussion
by analyzing discussion content and posts (Brown, 2002; Chen & Wang, 2009; Guan et al.,
2006; Larson, 2009; Northrup, 2007; Yeo & Quek, 2011; Zhu, 1996). Additionally, studies
that purported to understand in-depth the learners’ or teachers’ perspectives and perceptions
of applying online discussion used surveys (Brown, 2002; Conklin, 2005; Hobgood, 2007,
Larson, 2009) or interviews (Armstrong, 2005; Brown, 2002; Conklin, 2005; Larson, 2009;
Love, 2002). Some studies combined both quantitative and qualitative approaches to answer
the research questions (Cook, 2008; White, 2006). In the following sections the design of the
quantitative and qualitative parts of this study are explained in detail.

4.3 Design of the Quantitative Parts of the Study: Quasi-experiment

The main quantitative strategy employed in this study was a quasi-experimental, non-
randomised pre-test—post-test control group design. It is called ‘quasi’ because it resembles
the true experimental design; however quasi-experimental study designs have treatment
outcome measures and sampling units, but they do not apply random allocation of participants
in experimental conditions (Rosnow & Rosenthal, 1996). There are several reasons for
choosing a quasi-experimental design in this study. The first was the difficulty in randomly
assigning students to experimental conditions in real school practice. A quasi-experimental
design was more suitable in a school context because it was acceptable, practical and easy to
integrate in the school schedule (Cohen et al., 2000; Leedy & Ormrod, 2010; Neuman, 2006;
Punch, 2005).

The second reason was that this study aimed to examine the causal relationships
between independent and dependent variables. The independent variables in this study were

teaching and learning methods, including FTF and BL, which will be explained in Section
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4.6. The students’ reading comprehension achievement was the dependent variable. The
hypothesis of this experimental design was that the differences observed in the students’
reading comprehension scores (dependent variables) were caused by FTF or BL instructions
(independent variables) (Neuman, 2006; Denscombe, 2007).

The third reason for applying the quasi-experimental design was the ability to include
pre-tests. A researcher has less control of the experiment, and equalisation between groups is
not achieved by randomisation (Punch, 2005). Conducting pre-tests enabled the researcher to
establish the similarity of both groups in terms of their reading comprehension achievement
prior to the experiment. Without the application of random assignment, there was no
guarantee the two groups were the same before the experiment, nor was there a guarantee that
changes in the dependent variables were not due to chance (Leedy & Ormrod, 2010).
Conducting pre-tests helped the researcher to attribute the changes in dependent variables to
the experiments, rather than to pre-existing differences in comprehension scores between
experimental and control groups.

In this type of experimental design, the experimental and control groups are not
randomly assigned, and pre- and post-tests are administered to both groups (Creswell, 2009;
Neuman, 2006). A researcher compares two groups or conditions in which the independent
variables are manipulated and their effects on the dependent variables measured (Cohen et al.,
2000; Creswell, 2009; Denscombe, 2007; Neuman, 2006; Punch, 2005).

The quasi-experimental design as applied to this study is shown in Figure 1. Students
who participated were assigned into two groups based on the existing classroom organisation.
Students in the experimental (BL) group participated in BL, which applied AOD as a
supplement to their normal FTF reading classes (n = 32); students in the control (FTF) group

attended only their normal FTF classroom instruction, including traditional homework
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activities (n = 32). The same pre-tests and post-tests were applied to both groups (Neuman,

2006).

Experimental Pre-test BL (FTF  Post-test
(BL) Group & AOD)
Control Pre-test FTF & Post-test
(FTF) Group Traditional

homework

Figure 1. The design of part one of the study: quasi-experimental design of BL.

4.3.1 Reading comprehension measurement

Reading comprehension tests were employed to explore the effects of blending AOD
with FTF instruction on students’ comprehension achievement by measuring the differences
between the control and experimental groups in reading comprehension test scores. This form
of testing was applied to answer the first research question: do students who participate in an
AOD as a supplement to FTF learning perform better on reading comprehension tests
compared with students who engage only in FTF learning? And to answer the second research
question: do students in each group (FTF and BL) demonstrate significant improvement in
their reading comprehension scores from pre-test to post-test?  The design and

implementation of this test are described in the following sections.

4.3.1.1 Designing pre- and post-tests

A review of previous research in the Arabic context revealed that there were no
existing reading comprehension tests to measure students’ reading comprehension
achievement at the first year of secondary school level that included the three levels of
comprehension. Therefore, the pre- and post-test instruments were designed by the researcher,

in consultation with four secondary school Arabic reading teachers and revised by a panel of
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teaching reading experts — four university teachers in Saudi Arabia and three postgraduate
students who had experience in teaching Arabic language in Saudi Arabia and who were
completing their postgraduate studies in linguistics and education in Australian universities.
The instruments were developed in stages, which included: (a) identifying the test details
(objectives and number of terms); (b) creating an item matrix to detail content, form, timing
and the scoring process; and (c) ensuring validity and reliability through the use of pilot tests
(Cohen et al., 2000).

Each test included two texts and 17 questions. The four texts were selected from
textbooks used in the first year of secondary school in Saudi Arabia. These textbooks and
texts were designed and developed by the Ministry of Education of Saudi Arabia. This
reading curriculum and texts are taught in all first year of public secondary schools in Saudi
Arabia.

The reading comprehension tests were based predominately on Barrett’s (1968)
cognitive taxonomy of reading comprehension (as cited in Pearson & Johnson, 1972), but also
referred to other existing comprehension taxonomies and categorisations (Ammar, 2009;
DeBoer & Dallmann, 1970; Dechant, 1991; Dillon, 2007; Karlin, 1978; Morris & Stewart-
Dore, 1986; Roe et al., 2010; Zintz, 1970) plus the objectives of teaching Arabic reading
comprehension (Alshalan, 2008; Ministry of Education, 2008). The tests were designed to
measure three main reading comprehension levels: (a) literal comprehension, referring to
restating details and information that are clearly manifested in the text; (b) inferential
comprehension, including inferring word meaning, understanding main and sub-ideas in the
text, making inferences and drawing conclusions; and (c) evaluative comprehension,
involving evaluating and analysing the author’s purposes for writing the text and evidence

used to support the author’s ideas, author’s feelings, and distinguishing between the facts and
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opinions in the texts. The three main comprehension levels were sub-divided into the
following strategies for the pre- and post-tests:

(a) Literal level (4 questions, 5 marks): restating literal information and details
(4 questions, 5 marks)

(b) Inferential level (8 questions, 8 marks): inferring main and sub-ideas (2 questions,
2 marks); drawing conclusions (4 questions, 4 marks); inferring word meaning
(2 questions, 2 marks).

(c) Evaluative level (5 questions, 5 marks): evaluating the purposes of writing the text
(e.g., to inform, persuade or entertain) (1 question, 1 mark); evaluating the type of
evidence used by the author (1 question, 1 mark), identifying the author’s feeling in
the text (1 questions, 1 marks); distinguishing between the facts and opinions in the
text (2 questions, 2 marks).

Overall, each test included two types of questions: 15 multiple choice questions and
two short answer questions. The total score was 18 marks. An answer sheet was developed
for multiple choice questions and a rubric of possible short answers was also prepared. (See
Appendices A and B for Arabic and English versions of the tests and Arabic version of the

text passages.)

4.3.1.2 Piloting the tests

The research instruments were piloted to evaluate reliability and validity, observe the
time to complete, and to explore potential problems respondents may face in terms of
instrument wording or formatting (Colton & Covert, 2007). The processes of piloting reading

tests were as follows.

4.3.1.2.1 Test validity
Validity is important and required for effective research (Cohen et al., 2000) and is a

central aspect of research measurement (Neuman, 2006; Punch, 2005). Validity refers to the
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extent to which tests measure what they aim and claim to measure (Cohen et al., 2000;
Neuman, 2006; Punch, 2005). Content validity (Punch, 2005) was one of the main methods
for validating the research instrument in this study; that is, the instrument must cover and
measure the content and domains that are intended to be covered and assessed (Cohen et al.,
2000). In this study, to achieve the content validity the professional and expert judgement
method was applied (S. Chandra & Sharma, 2004; Cohen et al., 2000). The tests were given
to a panel of 11 experts in teaching Arabic reading (four Arabic language teachers, four
university teachers, and three postgraduate students) who provided written professional
opinions and suggestions to improve the tests and ensure they measured students’ reading
comprehension. In addition, the expert panel evaluated the clarity, structure, language and
comprehension levels of questions, and their validity in measuring these skills. Based on the
experts’ comments, the researcher amended the tests in terms of question order, adding or
deleting some questions, and rewording some. For example, teachers on the expert panel
suggested adding some questions that focused on identifying the authors’ feeling and tone in
the text. In addition, some questions were reworded to be more specific, clear and accurate,

for example, correcting the Arabic grammatical structure of some questions.

4.3.1.2.2 Test reliability

Test reliability refers to the stability and consistency of tests and measurements
(Neuman, 2006). A test-retest approach was used to measure the reliability of the tests and
check if they produced similar results at different times (Cohen et al., 2000; Neuman, 2006).
The same reading comprehension tests were administrated to 70 secondary school students in
order to measure the internal consistency. Those 70 students who participated in the pilot tests
were chosen from the same city where the main study was conducted. The interval time

between test and re-test administration was two weeks, in line with the recommended optimal
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interval between one to two weeks (Hartas, 2010). Subsequently, the researcher correlated test
one and test two to evaluate reliability.

The results of the test-retest indicated a reliability coefficient of r = 0.86 for the pre-
test and r = 0.84 for the post-test. This indicated that these tests were sufficiently reliable and
consistent across time, as r > 0.7 is considered reliable and acceptable (Domino & Domino,
2006). Regarding the timing, the pilot tests established that it took students 40 to 45 minutes
to complete either test.

4.4 Design of the Qualitative Part of the Study

Although quantitative approaches helped determine the effects of blending AOD with
FTF classes on students’ learning outcomes, they did not give detailed explanations and
interpretations of the findings regarding the effects of such BL on reading scores, the learning
process or participants’ experiences (Creswell & Clark, 2010). Therefore, qualitative
approaches were also used to investigate the participants’ perspectives and experiences of
using AOD to support FTF classes in more detail and depth. There were two research
questions in particular that were best investigated through qualitative data — the sixth and
seventh questions that focus on teachers’ and students’ perceptions of using AOD in reading
classes — which were addressed by collecting data through semi-structured interviews. In
addition, the third, fourth and fifth research questions also required collecting qualitative data
about learning and teaching processes and participants. These data were obtained by
collecting participants’ messages in AOD. Qualitative analysis techniques included thematic
analysis of interviews and content analysis of students’ and teachers’ online discussions.
4.4.1 Semi-structured interviews

A semi-structured interview technique was chosen in order to arrive at a deeper
understanding of students’ and teachers’ perspectives about online reading activities. In a

semi-structured interview, the researcher has an interview guide that includes a list of
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questions or specific topics to be addressed, but participants have flexibility in replying to the
question (Denscombe, 2007). In this type of interview, the researcher can also ask emergent
questions not included in the schedule (Bryman, 2008). Semi-structured interviewing was
helpful for this part of the research because, when details are needed, an interview is
considered a suitable method to examine feelings, opinions and experiences in an in-depth
way. Semi-structured interviews provide the interviewee with a chance to answer questions in
more detail. In addition, semi-structured interviews provide more flexibility and the
interviewee has opportunities to develop ideas (Denscombe, 2007). Interviews help
participants to express their interpretation of the world in which they live and describe how
they view and regard situations from their own perspectives (Cohen et al., 2000).

The semi-structured interview questions were developed by the researcher, based on
previous studies that investigated participants’ perceptions of using online discussion,
specifically aspects of online discussions that helped students to learn (Conklin, 2005;
Qenaey, 2008), perceptions of enjoyment (Hobgood, 2007), benefits and advantages of using
online discussion (Blankson & Kyei-Blankson, 2008; Qenaey, 2008; Wu & Hiltz, 2004), and
difficulties and challenges that students face when learning through online discussion
(Blankson & Kyei-Blankson, 2008; Qenaey, 2008; Wu & Hiltz, 2004). The interview
questions were also developed in light of the current research aims and questions. The
development of interview questions focused on students’ perceptions of usefulness of AOD
on their participation, learning, comprehension, attitude toward reading and the challenges
they faced. The students’ interview protocol involved open-ended questions in order to
encourage students to provide detailed explanations of their experiences and opinions about
using AOD in reading classes.

The draft questions were given to three experts (university teachers) to ensure they

were appropriately designed, clear and not leading. This pilot process contributed to changes
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and revisions made by the researcher. For example, the experts considered some questions
leading and so were changed. In order to check the content and clarity of interview questions
and timing, the interview protocols were piloted with two students and one teacher
respectively.

The students’ interview questions focused on students’ perceptions of: (a) feelings of
enjoyment when using AOD; (b) the differences between FTF and AOD learning methods;
(c) perceived influence of AOD on participation; (d) aspects that helped student learning;
(e) usefulness of this experience on students’ comprehension and learning; (f) benefits and
preferred aspects of AOD; (g) challenges, weaknesses and difficulties of the AOD; and
(h) overall suggestions for improving AOD. In addition, other questions emerged during
interviews, particularly to obtain more explanation and clarification. (See Appendix C for the
student interview questions).

The teachers’ interview protocol included 16 questions, which focused on:
(a) teachers’ background and experiences in using online learning and discussion;
(b) perceptions of using AOD as a teaching method in reading classes; (c) perceived
usefulness and advantages of AOD on students’ attitudes, comprehension, learning and
participation; (d) challenges of using AOD; and (e) suggestions for improving the
implementation of AOD. (Appendix D presents the teacher interview questions.)

4.4.2 Students’ and teachers’ AOD transcripts

The second source of qualitative data was the students’ and teachers’ AOD transcripts.
These group discussions were conducted to obtain rich in-depth data that helped to understand
learning and teaching processes: how students constructed their own knowledge through
social interaction and discussion with others in their groups and how teachers facilitated
students’ learning and participation. There are many previous studies that also utilised

participants’ discussions as a source of data (T. Anderson et al., 2001; Grisham & Wolsey,
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2006; Gunawardena, Lowe, & Andeson, 1997; Hara et al., 2000; Larson, 2009; Lipponen et
al., 2003; Northrup, 2007; Pena-Shaff & Nicholls, 2004; Zhu, 1996). In the current study
discussion transcripts were analysed using content analysis techniques that are described in
more detail in Section 4.8.4 below.

4.5 Sampling and Participants

Purposive sampling was applied in this study to choose the schools and assign
students to both conditions (control and experimental groups). Purposive sampling describes
situations where participants are chosen from the population based on particular criteria and
for specific purposes (Cohen et al., 2000; Neuman, 2006). In this study, the participating
school was selected as it had adequate resources for online discussion, particularly computers
and an Internet connection. Two schools were selected for the pilot study and one for the
main study. The study targeted students in their first year of high school (aged 15 to 17), who
received FTF reading classes within the Saudi Arabia Department of Education (public
school).

Access to the sample was gained through the following steps. First, permission was
granted to conduct this study from the Department of Education, who provided a list of
potential secondary schools in which to conduct the research. Second, school principals,
teachers, and students’ parents were contacted (through the Department of Education) for
their willingness to participate in this study. Third, five schools that agreed to participate were
given a survey regarding the availability of computer resources and Internet connection, in
line with purposive sampling requirements. An additional survey was given to first year
students of the five secondary schools regarding the availability of computer resources and
Internet connection at home. Fourth, a school that fulfilled the selection criteria and whose
students reported to have adequate computer resources and Internet connection at home was

selected for the main study.
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Sixty-four students from this secondary school who fulfilled the purposive sampling
criteria were chosen to participate in this study. Those 64 students were assigned to one of the
two groups: control FTF group (n = 32) and experimental BL group (n = 32), using a quasi-
experimental design, which accounted for classroom logistics. Students in the experimental
group were chosen from two existing classes (Classes A and B) and control group students
were chosen from two other classes (Classes C and D), according to the existing class
organisation. The teacher and researcher further divided the online discussion groups into five
small groups for collaborative online discussion based on existing class organisation.
Although, all existing classes (A, B, C and D) were taught with the same materials and
curricula, students in these four classes were not taught together. Students who were selected
to participate in the BL group (from classes A and B) were taught separately in FTF sessions
and after the class time they were mixed into the five AOD groups. Students selected to be in
the FTF group (from classes C and D) were taught separately in FTF classes.

Two teachers from the selected school participated in this study. Teacher 1 (T1) taught
Arabic reading in the AOD and FTF classes; Teacher 2 (T2) taught a computer subject (IT),
and agreed to provide technical support to all participants (teachers and students), helping T1
moderate the AOD sessions.

For the qualitative data collection, 16 secondary school students from the
experimental group (50% of students who participated in BL (FTF and AOD) were invited to
participate in interviews. The two teachers were also interviewed.

Table 1

Summary of Information about Study Participants

Participants Total Experiment Interviews
Students 64 32 (control group)

32 (experimental group) 16 (experimental group)
Teachers 2 1 Arabic reading teacher 2

1 IT teacher
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4.6 Instructional Design of AOD Activities and Traditional Homework Activities

Instructional design is defined by Smith and Ragan (2005) as: “the systematic and
reflective process of translating principles of learning and instruction into plans for
instructional materials, activities, information resources and evaluation” (Smith & Ragan,
2005, p. 4). Instructional design and planning of AOD activities as well as traditional
homework activities were part of this research methodology. Instructional design processes
were applied to prepare and develop the AOD activities used by the students and teachers in
the experimental group as well as to prepare traditional homework activities that were given
to FTF group. Based on the design processes that were conducted prior to the study and
described below the researcher, in collaboration with teachers, developed AOD forums and
homework activities and implemented them in the main study.

The design of online AOD activities in this study was based on principles of social
constructivist theory and existing literature on effective approaches to reading
comprehension, which indicate: (a) learning occurs when students involve in social
interaction with others (Tracey & Morrow, 2006; Vygotsky, 1978); (b) discussion approaches
support reading comprehension (P. Murphy et al., 2009); (c) support from teachers and
student peers, guidance and scaffolding are important in enabling students’ learning and
construction of knowledge (Groundwater-Smith, Ewing, & Le Cornu, 2011; Tracey &
Morrow, 2006; Vygotsky, 1978); (d) online discussion should mediate learning and help
students interact with others (Dawley, 2007); and (e) providing explicit instructions, adequate
modelling and feedback scaffolds students’ reading comprehension (Duffy, 2009; Tracey &
Morrow, 2006).

Thus, the instructional design of the AOD activity aimed at scaffolding students’
learning in reading classes by providing them with the appropriate environment to enable: (a)

social interaction through participation in an AOD; (b) sharing ideas and knowledge through
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interactive and cooperative online discussion; (c) responding to other learners’ comments,
providing and receiving feedback from others; (d) actively engaging in building their
understanding and comprehension of the readings through the discussion; (e) receiving
adequate support and scaffolding from teachers and peers; (g) having enough time to reflect;
and (f) having clearly available instructions, guidance, modelling and examples (Conklin,
2005; Vygotsky, 1978). The following sections explain the phases of instructional design
followed in the current study.

4.6.1 Phases of instructional design

The researcher and secondary school teachers participating in the study collaboratively
developed the instructional design of the learning activities. For this purpose, the ADDIE
(Analysis, Design, Development, Implementation, Evaluation) model of designing was
adopted by following three main phases: Analysis; Design and Development; and

Implementation (Jolliffe, Ritter, & Stevens, 2001; Koontz, Li, & Compora, 2006).

4.6.1.1 Phase one: Analysis

The first design stage was analysis, meaning a needs assessment to determine what
resources students required to complete the activity and achieve the instructional goals. This
analysis included school affordance of technology, teachers and students’ technological skills,
and audit of current teaching reading practices. This analysis was done through teacher and
student surveys. The needs analysis revealed that most schools had sufficient computer
resources and Internet connection, and while all teachers and students had experience using
computers and social online discussion forum, they had not applied these to, or experienced,
online discussion for teaching and learning. The needs analysis also provided the researcher
with an understanding of the current teaching reading practice in the school. Based on this

analysis, the researcher chose one school through the Department of Education, conducted
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two training sessions to prepare students and teachers for using AOD, and planned the

learning activities.

4.6.1.2 Phase two: Design and development

The second stage was designing, developing and creating the goals, objectives and
outcomes, material content, instruction questions, media and activities specific to students and
teachers. In this phase, the learning activities were jointly planned, prepared, developed and
written by the researcher and participant teachers. The design and plan of the learning

activities included the following elements.

4.6.1.2.1 Goals and aims

The researcher and teachers developed the main aims of AOD activities in light of the
goals for first year secondary school reading comprehension instruction. These included
improvements across the three main reading comprehension levels — literal, inferential and
evaluative — as well as encouraging students’ social interaction and collaboration with their
peers about their reading.

The aims of traditional homework activities given to the FTF group were to improve

students’ understanding of the three main reading comprehension activities.

4.6.1.2.2 Objectives and outcomes

The objectives of the AOD activities were written in collaboration with participant
Arabic reading teachers. There were five main objectives for the 12 AOD activities over six
weeks. These objectives were that students should be able to: (a) answer questions related to
information directly stated in the selected texts (literal comprehension); (b) understand and
infer the main idea and sub-ideas of the selected text (inferential comprehension); (c) make
inferences and draw conclusions from the selected text (inferential comprehension);

(d) evaluate the author’s purpose of writing the text, facts and opinions and supporting
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evidence (evaluative comprehension); and (e) discuss and interact with others about their
understanding of the three levels of comprehension and strategies for each level.

The objectives and outcomes of traditional homework activities given to the FTF
group included the same objectives listed above with exception of (e), as the FTF group did

not engage in discussion about the text.

4.6.1.2.3 Content

Based on the teacher’s weekly plan, there were seven texts chosen to be included in
the AOD (Table 2) and traditional homework activities. These seven texts were chosen from
12 texts that were taught during the semester by teachers. The texts were chosen from
textbooks developed by experts in the Ministry of Education in Saudi Arabia and used for
first year secondary school reading curriculum at all Saudi Arabian secondary schools at the
same time. These text types included four expository texts, plus three biographies and short
stories. Students in both BL and FTF groups were given the same seven texts Teachers
introduced these topics in FTF classrooms for both groups and then gave students in both
groups after class activities focusing on these topics as described below. The topics are

presented in Appendix E.

4.6.1.2.4 Discussion and traditional homework questions

For this study, 12 questions were designed to be posted in three sub-sets at different
times during the AOD for the BL group and to be answered as traditional homework for the
FTF group (Table 2). Students in the BL group were required to answer these questions in the
AOD forum and engage in the 12 online group discussions about them, while students in the
FTF group were required to answer these questions as traditional homework individually
without involving in discussion. These questions focused on the three main comprehension
levels: (a) the literal level — recalling information that was mentioned in the text in an explicit

and direct way (three AODs for the BL group and three questions as traditional homework for
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FTF group); (b) inferential — meaning that is not stated directly in the text such as inferring
main ideas and sub-ideas, drawing conclusions and inferring word meaning (six AODs versus
six questions); and (c) evaluation and critical reading — identifying the author’s message and
purpose of writing the text, evaluating the supporting evidence and distinguishing between
facts and opinion (three AODs versus three questions). These questions and examples are

presented in Appendix E.

4.6.1.2.5 AOD website, content and structure

AOD was blended with FTF classroom learning for the experimental group. The AOD
website was developed for the purpose of this study. The website was designed and developed
by a private company in Saudi Arabia who had experience in designing education websites.
The AOD website was divided into different sections, which included a student guidance
forum and five group forums. The content of the AOD website was developed by the
researcher and participant teachers.

In the AOD, the teacher posted questions, instructions and examples in the student
guide forum (SGF). Each student accessed the discussion forum using a username and
password. Each student was allowed to participate in only one group forum. Students
received training during the first two weeks of semester to assist them on how to participate in

the AOD.

4.6.1.2.6 Students’ roles

Students in the experimental group of this study were required to participate actively
in social interaction and discussion with others in the AOD form in order to construct their
knowledge and comprehend the text. Students’ roles and tasks should be clearly facilitated
and described by the instructor in online learning (Conklin, 2005; Goodyear et al., 2001;
Merrill, 2003). Therefore the researcher and teachers provided students with clear instructions

to facilitate their active participation, learning, online discussion and interaction. For example,
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in some discussions, students were required to: (a) participate in the AOD within their groups;
(b) collaborate with their peers in small groups; (c) read the text, peers’ answers, contributions
and comments; (d) post one or two messages answering the teachers’ questions about the text;
(e) respond and comment on peers’ posts, no more than three times; and (f) ask no more than
two questions about the text. The reason for limiting students’ messages was to minimise
over-participation rates as students had other school commitments. Students’ roles were
described during the FTF classes and in the SGF. In addition, students were reminded of the
various roles at the beginning of every AOD. Examples of lesson design and student roles are
presented in Appendix F.

Students in the FTF control group were required to attend FTF classes and complete
traditional homework activities, including reading explanations, models and examples of

comprehension strategies and answering teacher questions in homework sheets.

4.6.1.2.7 Teachers’ roles

The teacher plays a vital role in the online discussion environment (Conklin, 2005),
and teachers who moderate online learning activities may play different roles. In this study
the roles of the teachers were identified as design and instruction, discourse facilitation and
direct instruction (Anderson et al, 2001). These roles were also based on Goodyear and
colleagues’ (2001) identification of online teacher roles that included content and process
facilitator, technologist, advisor, assessor, designer and manager (Goodyear et al., 2001).
Under the category of design and instruction, the teachers’ roles were to: help the researcher
train students and identify their needs; group students into small groups; design the lessons in
collaboration with the researcher; set curricula; and identify the participation time and limits.
In order to facilitate the students’ discourse, teachers were asked to model the discussion by
providing examples on how students should answer questions and respond to others,

encouraging students to participate and discuss with others to promote the discussion. These
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examples were developed prior to the study in collaboration with the researcher. In the
category of direct instruction, teachers posted questions in every AOD to start discussion
about the readings, model strategies, give feedback to the students’ answers and learning, and
clarify any misconceptions in students’ understanding (T. Anderson et al., 2001). Examples
of lesson design and teachers roles are presented in Appendix F.

In addition to classroom teaching, the teachers’ role for the FTF group was to provide
students with the homework sheet that included explicit explanations and examples of
comprehension strategies, and questions focused on these strategies. The teacher asked
students to read the information and answer questions at home. It is important to note here
that the researcher was neither a teacher nor an administrator in the educational system of this

study context.

4.6.1.3 Phase three: Implementation of learning activities

In the third stage, the researcher and teachers implemented and delivered the FTF and
BL instruction to students in both groups. First, FTF instruction was given to both groups.
Then, after-class activities were administered: traditional homework for the control group
(FTF) and AOD activities for the experimental (BL) group. Appendix F presents examples of

learning activities and lesson designs that were applied in this study for AOD.

4.6.1.3.1 Face-to-Face classes (both groups)

In the first lesson, students in both experimental (BL) and control (FTF) groups
received the same traditional FTF reading instruction. These FTF instructions were developed
and taught by the teacher as normal without intervention from the researcher. In the FTF
classes the teacher introduced and explained the reading topic to the students to activate their
prior knowledge. The teacher asked students some questions about the topic, and then asked
them to read the text silently and identify difficult words and the main ideas of the text. Then,

the texts were read aloud, first by teachers then by selected students. The teacher also
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provided an explanation of some comprehension strategies, such as identifying main ideas
and drawing conclusions. The teacher also gave students the opportunity to ask questions
about the text, and then the teacher asked questions to assess their understanding of the text
focusing, for example, on drawing conclusions, making inferences from the text and other
comprehension strategies. In the final part of FTF class, if there was time, students were given
opportunities to read the text aloud. After class activities for both groups are described as

follows.

4.6.1.3.2 AOD activities for the BL group

In the second phase of the learning activities, after participating in FTF classes
explained above, students in the BL group participated in AOD sessions. The teachers posted
some questions on the AOD, which focused on the text read in the FTF class. The teacher also
provided an example of how to answer the question and gave instructions on how students
should participate. Students were also given some explicit instructions and examples of
comprehension strategies. Students were required to post their thoughts and answers and
discuss the text with others. In addition, students were asked to respond to their peers in the
group. Students could participate in the AOD at any time and from anywhere.

There were 12 AODs (labeled as discussion D1 to D12) conducted over six weeks.
Each discussion was conducted over 35 minutes during school time and was open for three
days for discussion outside school times. First, during the 35 minutes teachers gave students
the opportunity to access the AOD forum through the school computer lab to answer the
teacher question and read models and examples provided. Second, the teacher invited students
to access and complete the AOD activities outside school time including one day in the
weekend. AODs were open for student access for six days every week. (See Table 2 and

Appendix E for more details).

104



Online Discussion and Comprehension

Table 2

Organisation of the Asynchronous Online Discussion over 6 Weeks

Week Disc. Topic Focus No.of  Timein
No. days school
1 1 Happiness Drawing conclusion 3 35 mins
2 Ebn Taimiah Literal 3 35 mins
2 3 Fingerprints Inferring text ideas 3 35 mins
4 Fingerprints Evaluating text purposes 3 35 mins
3 5 Loyalty Drawing conclusion 3 35 mins
6 Unity among Gulf Literal 3 35 mins
citizens
4 7 Unity among Gulf Inferring text ideas 3 35 mins
citizens
8 A shiny page of our Inferring word meaning 3 35 mins
scientific history
5 9 A shiny page of our  Evaluation of text purpose, 3 35 mins
scientific history evidence (facts and opinions),
and author’s feeling
10 King Fisal describes  Inferring word meaning 3 35 mins
his great father
6 11 King Fisal describes  Literal 3 35 mins
his great father
12 King Fisal describes  Evaluation of text purpose and 3 35 mins

his great father

evidence

4.6.1.3.3 Traditional homework activity for control group

After participating in FTF classes students in the control group were given homework
sheets that included similar questions, examples and explicit explanations of comprehension
strategies that were given to the BL group in the AOD forums (Table 2). They were required
to do their tasks in a traditional way by reading the examples and explanations and then
completing and answering the questions that were given to the BL group in online forums, but

to be answered in their individual homework sheet at their own pace.
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4.7 Data Collection Procedures

The data collection procedure consisted of two phases: (a) the pilot study; and (b)
main study (Table 3).
4.7.1 Pilot study

The pilot study was run for the first three weeks in the second semester of 2010. The
researcher piloted the study instruments, including the reading comprehension tests created in
the design phase described above, and interview protocols. The AOD was also piloted with
four students in an online discussion activity for one week.
4.7.2 Main study

The five parts of the main data collection were conducted during the second semester
of 2010 and the first semester of 2011. These included training, pre-tests, FTF and 12 AODs,
post-tests and interviews.

Table 3

Data Collection Procedures

Time Procedures Duration (weeks)
Second semester 2010 Pilot study 3
Second semester 2010—first 1. Training 1
semester 2011 2. Pre-tests 1

3. FTFand AOD 6

4. Post-tests 1

5. Conducting interviews 2

4.7.2.1 Training weeks

The researcher conducted two training sessions for students because students had not
used online discussion in learning, and this was a new mode of learning for them. Thus, it was
important to support their learning by training them on how to learn through the AOD. The
training and support aimed to help students learn how to access and participate in the AOD

and to explain the new roles that they should play in the online environment, as learner
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support and scaffolding is an important element of effective online learning environments
(Oliver, 1999).

The first session of training focused on how to log on and access the forum. In the
second session, the workshop concentrated on how to participate in the forum, for example,
posting a message, and editing and replying to others. Students were given a range of
practical examples. This training took place in the school computer lab. Due to time and
school schedule limitations, online training was restricted to one week (4 hours).

In addition, the two participating teachers were involved in two teacher training
sessions, as they had no previous experience teaching by using AOD. The teachers needed
this training to help them understand how they could facilitate students’ comprehension
through moderating online discussion group forums. Moreover, this training focused on
clarifying new roles for the teachers, which are different from their roles in FTF classes. For
example, it was explained that the teacher’s role in the forum should be less of an expert
deliverer of knowledge and controller and more of a ‘scaffolder’, facilitator and moderator of
co-participants in learning (Dabbagh, 2003). The “e-moderation processes” were explained
and discussed with teachers based on Salmon’s five-stage model that included: 1) access and
2) motivation — by providing sufficient time and support for learners to access the course
materials and motivating them to do so; 3) online socialisation — by encouraging students to
know each other and giving them the chances to interact, information exchange — by
encouraging and directing students to share information and interact about course materials 4)
knowledge construction — by encouraging learners to actively participate in constructing their
own knowledge; and 5) development — by introducing learning activities that help learners to
be more independent and responsible for their own learning and the learning of their group as

a whole (Salmon, 2000). The researcher also provided teachers with other resources to help
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them improve their knowledge about online discussion moderation and application of

comprehension strategies.

4.7.2.2 Conducting pre-tests
Pre-test data was collected during the first week of the study. This phase included
administering the reading comprehension tests designed by the researcher (see Section 4.3.1,

for details).

4.7.2.3 AOD and FTF activity implementation

In this stage, students and teachers participated in the FTF and AOD activities as
discussed in Section 4.6.1.3 above. Teachers initiated each AOD and supported students’
learning. As shown in Appendix E, teachers focused on one topic and one level of reading
comprehension per discussion. For example, teachers posted one question in the first
discussion (D1) focusing on making inferences and drawing conclusions from the
‘Happiness’ text (inferential comprehension). In the second discussion (D2), the teacher’s
question focused on recalling literal details from the text (literal comprehension). At this stage
also students in the FTF group were provided with the traditional homework sheet as

discussed in Section 4.6.1.3.3.

4.7.2.4 Conducting post-tests

The post-tests were given to the students in the last week of the study. These tests
were based on texts that had similar characteristics to the texts discussed in the classes. These
post-tests measured the same comprehension strategies as the pre-tests. (See Section 4.3.1 for

details.)

4.7.2.5 Conducting interviews
The researcher conducted semi-structured interviews with a subset (n = 16, 50%) of

experimental group participants after the students had completed the AOD, and with two
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teachers. Interviews were conducted in the final two weeks of the study. All interviews were
conducted at school so participants would feel comfortable and be in a familiar environment.

Student interviews took around 35 to 40 minutes each and teacher interviews took
approximately 50 to 60 minutes each. At the beginning of each interview, the researcher
started by building trust and rapport with the interviewees to make them feel comfortable and
welcomed. Subsequently, the researcher introduced the study to the participants. This was
followed by a description of the confidentiality of participation in this study and an assurance
that all the data collected would be treated confidentially and used strictly for research
purposes. The first part of the core interview about the topic consisted of general questions
regarding participants’ prior experience using online discussion. Then the researcher moved
on to the main questions that focused on the interviewees’ perceptions toward applying online
discussion in teaching and learning reading comprehension. The researcher then concluded
the interview by thanking the interviewees for their participation. All students and teachers
were given the opportunity to provide more details as well as to ask questions. The Arabic
and English versions of interview protocols are provided in Appendices C and D.

A tape recorder was available for recording the interviews, and nine students and two
teachers approved recording. In addition, field notes were taken during these interviews.
These field notes were helpful for recording and interpreting data, especially from the five
interviewees who did not give permission to use the tape recorder. All interviews were
conducted in Arabic, the participants’ mother tongue. The interview data were transcribed and
analysed in Arabic. The quotes that are included in this thesis were translated into English.

4.8 Quantitative and Qualitative Analyses of the Data

This section explains the data analysis approaches and techniques that were applied in
this research. Mixed data analyses were conducted in order to answer the research questions,

including quantitative and qualitative approaches (Creswell, 2009). First, quantitative

109



Online Discussion and Comprehension

analysis included descriptive and inferential statistical analysis of the reading comprehension
tests (Neuman, 2006) and quantitative analysis of AOD (Titscher, Meyer, Woodak, & Vetter,
2007). Second, qualitative thematic analyses were performed on transcripts of interviews and
participants® AOD (Creswell, 2009). The criteria of trustworthiness of qualitative analysis
were discussed and checked (Lincoln & Guba, 1985). Combining both analysis approaches
helped the researcher to examine how participants participated in AOD and how this impacted
the students’ participation and comprehension as well as to understand in-depth from the
participants’ perspectives how AODs helped them construct their knowledge. In this section,
the issue of translation from Arabic language (home language) to English is also discussed.
4.8.1 Reading comprehension tests analysis

To analyse the quantitative reading comprehension tests, SPSS version 19.0 software
was utilised. In the pilot stage, statistical analyses were used to assess the reliability of tests
and then to explore the impacts of BL on students’ comprehension scores in the main study.
The reading comprehension tests were analysed by employing the correlation coefficient, one-
way analysis of covariance (ANCOVA), paired sample t-tests and Wilcoxon signed rank test.
First, to evaluate the test-retest reliability of the reading comprehension tests, the Pearson’s
correlation coefficient (r) analyses were used. A preliminary check was conducted to ensure
the correlation analysis assumptions were met. The Pearson’s correlation coefficient was used
for data that met the assumptions of normal distribution. The Pearson’s coefficient was
computed to assess the test-retest reliability of the overall test scores that met the assumptions
(Coakes, Steed, & Price, 2008; Field, 2009).

Second, descriptive statistics and ANCOVA analyses were conducted to answer the
research question: do students who participate in AOD as a supplement to FTF learning
perform better on reading comprehension tests compared with students who engage only in

FTF learning? Descriptive statistics were used to summarise the results of the pre- and post-
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test scores for both groups, including score means, standard deviations, adjusted means and
standard errors. In this study, adjusted means refers to the value of the group mean adjusted
for the effect of the covariate (Field, 2009). In order to explore the differences between the
pre- and post-test scores for BL and FTF groups, ANCOVA analysis was employed, as
ANCOVA is used to compare several means and adjust the effect of one or more variables
(called covariates) (Field, 2009). In this study, ANCOVA adjusted the means of the post-test
reading comprehension scores for any differences in pre-test scores between control and
experimental groups (Ary, Jacobs, Razavieh, & Sorensen, 2009). A preliminary check was
conducted to ensure the ANCOVA assumptions were met, including normality, linearity,
independence of the covariate and treatment effect, homogeneity of regression slopes and
homogeneity of variance (Field, 2009). The effect size was reported and measured by using a
partial 7* analysis that was interpreted based on Cohen’s guidelines for effect size: small
(0.01), medium (0.06), and large (0.14) (Field, 2009; C. Gray & Kinnear, 2012; Pallant,
2010). As some experts argue that ANCOVA is robust to the violation of normality
(Rutherford, 2012), in addition to the use of ANCOVA, the researcher ran non-parametric
analyses with data that violated the normality assumptions, as listed in Appendices J, K, L
and M.

Third, paired sample t-tests and Wilcoxon signed rank test were used to answer the
second research question: do students who participate in each group (FTF and BL)
demonstrate significant improvement in their reading comprehension scores from pre-test to
post-test? This analysis aimed to compare pre- and post-tests scores within groups and assess
the effectiveness of FTF and BL interventions separately without making comparison of the
two groups. A paired sample t-test was used for comparison of normally distributed variables,
and a non-parametric Wilcoxon signed rank test was used for variables that were not normally

distributed thus. The effect size was reported and measured by using r analysis that was
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interpreted based on Cohen’s guidelines for effect size: small (0.10), medium (0.30), and
large (0.50) (Field, 2009).
4.8.2 Qualitative interview analysis

Interviews were analysed using the following procedure. Data were first prepared and
organised, with interviews and field notes transcribed in Arabic as Microsoft Word®
documents. Transcripts were then read several times to gain familiarity and a general sense of
the data, to have an overall understanding and identify the emerging concepts related to the
current research. During this stage, the researcher took notes and memos about general
categories found in the data (Babbie, 2010; Boeije, 2010; Creswell, 2009).

In the third stage, the researcher then did a detailed analysis through coding and
categorising. Coding refers to the process of arranging and organising data into chunks or
segments before bringing meaning to the data; it involves classifying the data from the text
into categories and labeling them (Creswell, 2009). Data were coded into main and sub-
categories by using emerging categories and were based on the semi-structured interview
questions in line with the main research questions and literature reviews. An example of a
main category is “perceived participation and enjoyment”. During the coding stage, other
relevant sub-categories emerged, such as students’ understanding of participation and
perceived changes in students’ learning. Frequencies of each category were reported in this
analysis (Babbie, 2010; Boeije, 2010; Creswell, 2009; Mile & Huberman, 1994), for example,
the number of students who perceived AOD as an enjoyable experience. The main and sub-
categories of students’ and teachers’ interviews are listed in Tables 4 and 5. During the
analysis process, the researcher displayed main categories and sub-categories through use of
visual presentations, including diagrams and matrices.

The fourth stage of analyses included interpretation of the data, drawing conclusions,

making inferences and offering explanations (Creswell, 2009; Marshall & Rossman, 2011;
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Punch, 2005). The data were reported and presented in a narrative way in order to answer the
research questions.

Table 4

Main Categories and Sub-categories That Emerged From Student Interviews

(Code) Main Sub-categories

category

(P) Perceived (PO) Perceived participation in AOD

Participation (PF) Perceived impact on students’ participation in FTF classes

(PU) Students’ understanding of participation
(PFH) Contributing factors for high participation
(PFL) Contributing factors for low participation

(E) Perceived (EO) Perceived overall enjoyment
Enjoyment (EF) Perceived factors for enjoyment
(EFN) Perceived factors for non-enjoyment
(L) Perceived (LR) Perceived usefulness of AOD on students’ reading comprehension
Learning strategies

(LA) Students’ approaches to learning about the text in AOD

(LF) Students’ perceptions of factors that helped students to learn

(LC) Students’ perceptions of changes in their learning

(LTR) Students’ perceptions of teachers’ roles in their learning
(D) Perceived (D) Perceived difficulties faced during learning in AOD
Difficulties
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Table 5

Main Categories and Sub-categories That Emerged From Teacher Interviews

(Code) Main category

Sub-categories

(E) Prior Experience: Teachers’ prior
experiences of using AOD

(EO) Experiences with social online discussion
(EOL) Experiences with online discussion for teaching

(M) Teaching Methods: Using AOD as
a teaching method

(MP) Increased student participation

(MA) New assessment methods of students’ learning
(MG) Providing students with group learning
experiences

(MT) Teacher exposure to technology-based pedagogies

(RC) Reading Comprehension: AOD
and reading comprehension strategies

(RCU) Usefulness for comprehension
(RCL) Learning from each other
(RCE) Learning from example
(RCA) Active learning

(RCS) Learning strategies

(R) Teachers’ Roles: Perceived
teachers’ roles in AOD

(RQ) Asking weekly questions about topics

(RE) Encouraging students to post and participate

(RF) Providing students with feedback

(REX) Providing examples on how to answer questions

(C) Challenges: Perceived challenges of
applying AOD

(CE) Lack of prior experience in the field

(CW) The intrinsic workload of this approach to
teaching

(CT) Limited time for teaching comprehension
strategies adequately

(CF) Students’ unfamiliarity with AOD

(S) Suggestions: teachers’ suggestions
for improving using AOD

(ST) Training

(SM) Increased number of moderators and teachers
(SS) More subjects

(SW) Teacher workload

(SR) Students’ responsibility

(SC) Comprehension level

4.8.3 Trustworthiness of qualitative data

To assess reliability and validity in qualitative research, researchers apply

trustworthiness criteria (Bryman, 2008). The inclusion of trustworthiness criteria is pivotal for

researchers in qualitative fields to minimise the potential biases that may exist during the

research process (Bloomberg & Volpe, 2008). The following criteria, explained further

below, were applied in this study: (a) credibility that is equivalent to internal validity;

(b) transferability that is parallel to external validity in a quantitative approach; and
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(c) dependability that is equivalent to reliability (Bloomberg & Volpe, 2008; Bryman, 2008;

Denscombe, 2007; Lincoln & Guba, 1985).

4.8.3.1 Credibility

Credibility refers to the extent that the researcher can ensure the data are accurate,
credible, believable, trustworthy and appropriate from the standpoint of the researcher, the
participants and the reader (Bloomberg & Volpe, 2008; Denscombe, 2007). In order to assess
the credibility of qualitative analysis in this study, member checking and peer debriefer
techniques were applied.

First, for the member check, the two teachers and those students who agreed to spend
more time reading, revising and checking their interview transcripts were given their
transcripts and a summary of the initial analysis, and asked to carefully check, revise, correct,
give feedback and/or elaborate on the their responses. For example, the Arabic teachers added
some comments that related to the usefulness of using AOD in teaching reading
comprehension.

Second, the researcher met regularly with a colleague (“peer debriefer”) to discuss the
data analysis, categories, findings, interpretations and conclusions, and provide suggestions
about the analysis and findings (Creswell, 2009). In this study, the peer debriefer was a Saudi
doctoral student in Australia who had prior experience in social research, specifically using
technology in learning and teaching Arabic reading at the secondary school level. Moreover,
he had experience with qualitative analysis. Teachers and the peer debriefer reviewed the
process of analysis, coding and development of the categories. For example, the emerged
categories from the interviews were reviewed and checked regarding definitions, indicators
and examples of these categories. The researcher’s interpretations and findings were

discussed and clarified during this review process.
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4.8.3.2 Transferability

Transferability refers to what extent the findings in particular instances could be
transferred to other comparable cases (Bloomberg & Volpe, 2008; Denscombe, 2007).
Qualitative research tends to be based on a small number of cases, which leads to the question
of how generalisable the results are. Qualitative researchers approach generalisation in a
different way; that is, transferability.

Transferability of qualitative research findings can be achieved by providing detailed,
sufficient and appropriate information that enables the reader to infer the possibilities,
relevance and applicability of findings to other similar situations (Denscombe, 2007). In
addition, providing a detailed description of the phenomenon helps the reader to develop a
deep understanding of the situation and context under investigation (Denscombe, 2007). The
researcher in this study attempted to address the issue of transferability by providing the
reader with detailed descriptions of the context of this study (e.g., secondary school and
Arabic reading classes), the participants (e.g., teachers and students) throughout this thesis
(Bloomberg & Volpe, 2008), and the instructional design of the intervention itself (e.g., why

and how instructional decisions were made).

4.8.3.3 Dependability

Dependability in qualitative research parallels reliability in quantitative research
(Neuman, 2006). It refers to the fact that the findings are consistent and dependable with data
collected in the research (Bloomberg & Volpe, 2008; Neuman, 2006). This criteria can be
assessed using inter-rater reliability (Bloomberg & Volpe, 2008). In this study, emergent
categories (either main categories or sub-categories) were given to another rater to check the
correctness and adequacy of coding. Checking if each fragment of the transcripts were coded
and labeled correctly was an important step for establishing reliability (Boeije, 2010). Inter-

rater reliability of the developed interview codes was established by following several steps.
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1. The researcher coded two interviews and identified the emergent categories and sub-
categories.

2. The researcher met with the other rater to discuss these codes and categories.

3. Both raters applied these codes and categories with one student and one teacher
interview.

4. The two raters met and discussed difficulties and disagreement in their coding.

5. The researcher made changes based on the discussions with the other rater and
developed the final coding schema.

One example of the changes made is that perceived participation was divided into two
specific categories including perceived participation in AOD and perceived participation in
FTF classes.

4.8.4 Content analysis of students’ and teachers’ AOD

Content analysis was adopted in this study to analyse AOD transcripts. Content
analysis is a research technique for studying or analysing communication or content of text
(qualitative materials) in a systematic, replicable and objective manner to make interpretation
and inferences from the text (S. Chandra & Sharma, 2004; V. Chandra, 2004; D. Gray, 2009;
Krippendorff, 2004; Titscher et al., 2007; Weber, 1990).

This methodology was used in many studies to analyse the content of online
discussion and electronic conferencing (T. Anderson et al., 2001; Garrison, Anderson, &
Archer, 2000; Gay, Pena-Shaff, & Martin, 2001; Gunawardena et al., 1997; Henri, 1992;
Pena-Shaff & Nicholls, 2004; Zhu, 1996), and some studies have specifically applied this
methodology to analyse students’ online discussion at the secondary school level (Chen &
Wang, 2009; Guan et al., 2006; Yeo & Quek, 2011).

The analysis of AOD in this study involved quantitative (manifest) and qualitative

(latent) content analysis (Monette, Sullivan, & Delong, 2010).
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Manifest coding focused on the surface structure level of coding that dealt with counts of
messages, themes and words as they appeared in the text and that could be countable. It dealt
with non-inferential meaning (Babbie, 2010; Monette et al., 2010; Neuman, 2006). An
example of this type of coding is the number of students’ and teachers’ messages and themes
per week. Latent coding focused on the deep and implicit message and the meaning of the
content regarding unobserved concepts (Babbie, 2010; Neuendorf, 2002; Neuman, 2006).
Latent coding focused on making inferences from the manifest content, “reading between the
lines” (Holsti, 1969) and revealing the deeper meaning (Kanuka, Rourke, & Laflamme,
2007). In the latent coding the researcher focused on the students’ themes that reflected their
social interaction with others and knowledge construction, for example, scaffolding and
reflection. It also focused on the teachers’ themes that described their methods of moderating
and scaffolding students’ online discussion, for instance, modelling and providing direct
instruction.

Applying both quantitative and qualitative techniques of content analysis provided a
deeper and more complete understanding of students’ and teachers’ participation in online
discussion. Previous research that investigated online conferencing and discussion combined
quantitative and qualitative content analyses (Hara et al., 2000; Larson, 2009; Northrup, 2007,
Zhu, 1996). In addition, the analysis included both deductive and inductive coding processes.
Deductive analysis focused on predetermined categories based on pre-developed frameworks,
while inductive analysis focused on emergent categories (Schreier, 2012). These procedures

are explained next.

4.8.4.1 Content analysis procedures
The following steps were applied in order to conduct the content analysis of students

and teachers’ online discussion in this study.
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4.8.4.1.1 Identifying aims of content analysis

This content analysis aimed to answer the following research questions: (Question 3)
how do students participate in AOD about a reading from a set text? (Q 4) how do students
interact in the AOD about reading a reading from a set text? (Q 5) how do teachers facilitate

students” comprehension during AOD about reading from a set text?

4.8.4.1.2 Identifying the sample

In this content analysis, the sample is the teachers’ and students” messages that were
posted during the twelve AODs over six weeks. The researcher analysed the content of all the
messages and themes posted by the participants. Reviewing previous studies that applied
content analysis showed that some researchers analysed all the discussion content
quantitatively and chose some parts of the discussions for the qualitative analysis (Hara et al.,
2000; Zhu, 1996). In contrast, other researchers analysed all posted content (Northrup, 2007).
Therefore, the researcher decided to analyse all the content relating to the nature and
organisation of the AOD in this study, across the entire period. The separate phases of AOD
in this study focused on the three main comprehension levels, literal, inferential and
evaluative. These main comprehension levels were divided into sub-strategies such as
inferring main ideas and word meaning. Therefore, choosing only some discussions for the
analysis would not provide a comprehensive understanding of the AODs across the three

levels of comprehension and changes over time.

4.8.4.1.3 Choosing the unit of analysis

The researcher used two units of analysis: a complete message and a theme. First, the
entire message was used to analyse and report the quantitative part of the AOD that
represented participation rates (e.g., number of messages posted in every discussion). Second,
the transcripts were coded using thematic units for a more qualitative analysis. The thematic

unit has been used as the unit of analysis by different researchers (Henri, 1992; Newman et
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al., 1995; Zhu, 1996). A thematic unit refers to “...a single thought unit or idea unit that
conveys a single item of information extracted from a segment of content” (Budd, Thorp, &
Donohue, 1967, p. 34, as cited in Rourke, Anderson, Garrison, & Archer, 2001). After
reading through the AOD transcripts, the researcher found that the thematic unit of analysis
was appropriate for the purpose of this study as some posted messages could contain one or
multiple thematic units. For example, one message contained only one theme, which restated
information found directly in the text, “Ebn Taimiah was a great scientist, worked hard, wrote
lots of books [literal comprehension level]” (Student 5, Group 2, D2). Another student
posted a message that contained two thematic units (two ideas), mentioning social cues
(greetings) and relating the information to another literary source: “Hello, my friends
[greeting], | read one book about this famous scientist” [connect to another source]

(Student 4, Group 3, D9).

4.8.4.1.4 Conducting quantitative content analysis

Quantitative content analysis focused on: (a) students’ and teachers’ participation rates
that included analysis of the total number, percentage and average of students’ and teachers’
messages and themes that were posted in each discussion; (b) the total number, percentage
and average number of students who participated in the 12 AODs; and (c) the total number,

percentage and average of teachers’ messages and themes during the 12 AODs.

4.8.4.1.5 Conducting qualitative content analysis

The researcher applied three coding schemes in order to conduct a qualitative content
analysis: (a) students’ discussion coding scheme; (b) teachers’ discussion coding scheme; and
(c) reading comprehension coding scheme.

Coding scheme for analysing students’ AOD.  This study is based on social
constructivist theory, which suggests that learning and construction of knowledge is a social

activity and occurs when a learner is involved in social interaction, collaboration and
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negotiation with others. This theory suggests also that a learner needs support, guidance and
scaffolding from others to learn (Tracey & Morrow, 2006; Vygotsky, 1978). Therefore, the
focus of part of the content analysis was on how students constructed knowledge and
comprehended the text through social interaction with others in their groups.

Different researchers have investigated the social aspects of knowledge construction
and based their content analysis on a constructivist view of learning. An example is Zhu’s
(1996) coding scheme, which was adapted in this study. The researcher used some categories
from Zhu’s (1996) coding scheme, which identified two interaction types, four participant
categories and eight message categories. The focus in this study was on the message
categories only. The Zhu (1996) categories of messages included two types of questions,
answer, information sharing, discussion, comment, reflection and scaffolding. To analyse the
present AOD, the researcher started coding the discussions based on the Zhu (1996) coding
scheme; some categories were adopted and modified based on the nature of this study,
including questions, answer, reflection and scaffolding categories. In addition, the researcher
adapted some categories from Northrup’s (2007) study, which included asking and answering
question, and agreement. The Henri (1992) definition of social cues was also adapted and
applied in this study.

Through the coding process and discussion, some categories emerged, were modified
or defined and others were not included. Explanations of each category, specific indicators
and examples were also created. The final version of the coding scheme for the students’
discussion included eight main categories: answering questions; starting discussion questions;
questions seeking support; scaffolding comprehension strategies; agreement and
disagreement; reflection; encouragement; and social cues (Appendix G). The definitions,
indicators and examples of these new and modified categories are also explained in Appendix

G.
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Coding scheme for analysing teachers’ AOD. The teachers’ roles and involvement
in the facilitation of online discussions are important and critical. According to Anderson and
colleagues’ (2001) coding scheme of teaching presence, teachers’ roles are divided into three
major categories: instructional design and organization; facilitation of discourse; and direct
instruction. They developed a model for investigating and measuring teacher presence in
computer conferencing. This model has been adopted and modified in this study to investigate
and analyse the teachers’ presence and roles in facilitating students’ discussions and learning
(Appendix H).

The first category — design and organisation — focuses on the teachers’ role in
planning and designing the course, organising the students’ participation, and supporting it by
providing guidelines on participation time and limits. The second category — discourse
facilitation — focuses on the type of teacher discussions that supported students’ interest,
motivation and sustained discussions. In this study, discourse facilitation focused on teachers’
messages that encouraged, thanked and acknowledged students’ participation, as well as
asking questions during the discussions to encourage more participation, identifying areas of
agreement and disagreement, and creating a climate for learning and collaboration. The third
category — direct instruction — refers to the teachers’ instructions and teaching strategies that
scaffolded students’ learning and comprehension. In this study, this category focused on
teachers’ questions that started and directed the discussion. This category also included
providing explicit explanation and modelling of the comprehension strategies, giving
feedback about students’ answers and clarifying and diagnosing any misconceptions.

In this study some sub-categories that emerged during the coding process were added
under the direct instruction category. These involved modelling the strategy, providing

explanation of the comprehension strategy and giving feedback, and social cues were added to

122



Online Discussion and Comprehension

the discourse facilitation category. The examples in these modified categories were selected
from the discussions in this study. The adapted coding scheme is presented in Appendix H.
Coding scheme for analysing reading comprehension levels.  Barrett’s (1968)
taxonomy of reading comprehension levels (as cited in Pearson & Johnson, 1972), and other
comprehension taxonomies discussed in Chapter 2, were adapted in order to code and analyse
the reading comprehension strategies that were used and applied by students and teachers in
their online discussion. This coding scheme involved the literal, inferential and evaluative
comprehension levels. The first level, literal, included recalling, locating and recognising
details. For example, restating names of main characters in the texts. The second main
category, inferential comprehension, included drawing conclusions and inferring main ideas.
The third category, evaluative or critical comprehension, included examples such as
distinguishing between facts and opinion; recognising the author’s purpose in writing the text
and why the author wrote the text; identifying the tone and feeling of the author; identifying
the evidence used by author to support the text ideas; and distinguishing between facts and
opinion. Appendix | presents the applied and modified comprehension coding scheme, with

definitions, indicators and examples.

4.8.4.1.6 Establishing inter-coder reliability of content analysis

A test of inter-coder reliability was conducted to validate the modified and additional
categories from the selected coding scheme. In the first phase of assessing the inter-coder
reliability, the researcher coded some weeks’ discussion using these coding schemes then
discussed these codes with another coder to check the clarity of explanation, definitions and
examples of codes and developed categories. The second coder was chosen to assist in the
coding process due to qualifications and experience: a bachelor degree in teaching Arabic
language; a Masters degree in education from an English speaking country; completing a PhD

in Education focusing on teaching the Arabic language; and having a background in teaching
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Arabic reading in Saudi schools. Establishing the reliability of these coding schemes was
done according to the following steps.

1. A different coder coded part of the discussions independently based on initial
comprehension coding schemes. These processes were conducted in Arabic. This step
assisted the researcher in revising and assessing the reliability of the schema prior to
application to all discussions.

2. The percentage of agreement was then calculated, representing the total number of
cases divided by the number of agreements between coders. Eighty themes were coded
to check the students’ discussion coding scheme reliability and 60 themes for the
reading comprehension coding scheme. For the teachers’ discussion coding scheme,
both coders coded 70 themes. The initial percentages of agreement between coders
were 73%, 73% and 75% for students, teachers and comprehension coding schemes,
respectively.

3. Both coders then discussed the disagreements and difficulties they faced while coding
the transcripts. After the discussions, some categories and codes were changed,
specified, added or deleted. It is important to mention here that both coders agreed that
the nature of this study (Arabic context) is different to other previous research
regarding its context and language. After review some changes and modifications were
made to the students’ discussion coding scheme. For example, the code “comment” in
the initial coding scheme was changed and modified to be ‘“agreement” and
“disagreement” to make it more specific and clear for the coders, and the “scaffolding”
categories were divided into two specific codes, “scaffolding comprehension
strategies” and “encouragement”. In addition, some indicators and examples were
modified to suit the nature of this study, which focused on reading comprehension

strategies. Regarding the teachers’ discussion coding scheme, sub-categories were
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added under the direct instruction category, such as “modelling” and “providing an
explanation of a strategy”. For the comprehension coding scheme, some examples
were added to clarify the categories. Both coders agreed that more examples and
accurate definitions were needed to clarify the categories.

4. Both coders then conducted a second phase of coding. This increased the percentage
of agreement for the three coding schemes to 83%, 81% and 84% for the students’
discussion (both coders coded 80 themes), teacher coding scheme (coded 70 themes)
and reading comprehension coding scheme (coded 70 themes), respectively. These
results indicated an acceptable level of agreement for the research purposes.

5. In the final step, both coders discussed any remaining disagreements in categories.
They agreed that the main reason for these disagreements was the lack of the clear
examples that are related to this study and discussion about comprehension. For the
remaining disagreement, both coders agreed on rewording some category names,
rephrasing some definitions and adding some indicators and clear examples to reach

agreement about categories.

4.8.4.1.7 Quantitative analysis of students’ and teachers’ discussions

To compare the students’ participation and teachers’ involvement across the AODS,
statistical analyses were performed. They were chosen according to the nature of the data and
the type of analysis.

First, the Wilcoxon signed-ranked test was performed to compare the number of
messages posted in discussion 1 (D1) versus discussion 12 (D12). This test was conducted to
explore the changes that occurred between the first and the last discussions in students’
participation rates and to help the researcher understand how students participated in AOD.

This test is used with non-parametric data to compare between two related samples. It is
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employed as an alternative to a dependent t-test when the data violate the assumption of
normality (Field, 2009).

Second, the Cochran’s Q test was applied to compare the number of students who
posted answers across the discussions that focused on literal, inferential and evaluative
comprehension strategies. The assumptions of the Cochran’s Q test were examined before
conducting the test. These included: (a) multiple observations of the same subjects (related
sample), that is, the same student posting messages in different discussions; and (b) response
variables are binary, that is, the variables are nominal (dichotomous) and only include two
possible values as responses (0 = no, student did not post an answer; 1 = yes, student posted
an answer).

Third, the Friedman test was applied to compare between the number of students’
themes across the comprehension levels. “The Friedman test is used to compare two or more
related samples and is equivalent to repeated measure or within subject [analysis of variance]
ANOVA” (Coakes et al., 2008). Before conducting the tests the following assumptions were
examined: (a) multiple observations of same subjects (related sample, as defined above);
(b) normality, as the data are not parametric, they are not normally distributed, which violates
the one-way repeated measure ANOVA assumptions; and (c) the data to be analysed are
measured in a continuous scale. Therefore the Friedman test was used as an alternative to
ANOVA in this case.

4.9 Language lIssues

The researcher conducted this study in Saudi Arabia where the mother language is
Arabic. An authorised translator translated and confirmed the reading comprehension and
interview instruments into English. The online discussion and interviews were transcribed in
Arabic. In addition, reading comprehension tests and interview questions were administrated

in Arabic. The coding of categories and themes was conducted by the researcher in both
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English and Arabic and checked by one Arabic postgraduate student who speaks both
languages. The translation of reading comprehension tests from Arabic to English, examples
and quotations used in the content analysis coding schemes and the Results chapter was done
by the researcher and checked by one Arabic postgraduate student who speaks both Arabic
and English.

4.10 Ethical Considerations

Ethical issues are extremely important in educational and social research. Ethical
dilemmas include informed consent, privacy, anonymity and confidentiality (Cohen, Manion,
Morrison, 2000, Bryman, 2008). The researcher obtained ethics approval for this research
from the Human Ethics Committee, University of Sydney (Appendix W). In addition, the
researcher accessed and obtained approval through the Department of Education in Saudi
Arabia. School principals, teachers and students’ parents who agreed to participate were given
forms offering details about the study and participation and to obtain their approval. These
forms involved a Participation Information Statement, Participant Consent Form and Parent
Consent Form for students, as they were minors. These forms focused on different ethical
dimensions including: (a) study details and description; (b) researcher details; (c) instrument
descriptions; (d) confidentiality of participation and participants’ details; (€) description that
participation was completely voluntary; (f) the benefits of study for the participants; and (g)
results presentation.

The advantages for students of participating in this experiment were described in the
Parent Participation Information Statement. It was stated that by participating in this study,
students would learn how to use online discussion in their learning. It was mentioned that
although the researcher could not guarantee or promise that the student would receive any
benefits from this study, it was possible that engagement and interaction with peers may

impact the participants’ reading comprehension, discussion and collaborative skills.
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It was also explained that students who participated in online discussion (the
experimental group) may receive some benefits that students in the control group may not. To
address these issues, teachers planned to extend some online discussions lessons with both
groups, including students in the control group, during the second semester.

Teachers requested one condition in order to conduct this study with their students.
This condition was to limit the online discussion times to only six weeks as students had other
tasks and homework that they needed to complete. Therefore, the total duration of online
discussion was six weeks.

4.12 Summary of the Methodology Chapter

This chapter described and discussed the research design and methodology applied in
this study. In the first section, the researcher described and justified the research
methodology and paradigm, mixed methods methodology, and explained the assumptions that
underpinned the choice of this paradigm. In the second section, the research data collection
methods, including quantitative and qualitative approaches, were presented. In the third
section, the sampling and participant details were outlined. In the fourth section, the
instructional design of online discussion activities was explained in detail. In the fifth section,
the research procedures were outlined, followed by the data analysis processes, including
quantitative and qualitative techniques, and language issues. Finally the ethical considerations
were illustrated.

In the following chapters, the results of this research will be presented, including

comprehension tests, participation in AOD, discussion types and interview findings.
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CHAPTERS FIVE to NINE

RESEARCH FINDINGS: INTRODUCTION

Chapters 5 to 9 present the findings of the data analysis. Chapter 5 presents the
analysis and findings of the reading comprehension tests that examine the effects of blending
AOD with FTF classes on students’ reading comprehension achievement (between- and
within-groups comparison). Chapter 6 includes the findings of the content analysis of
students’ discussions, presenting first the students’ participation and then their interactions in
AOD. Chapter 7 reports the findings of content analysis of teachers’ online discussions,
focusing on teachers’ participation and facilitation of students’ discussions. The findings of
students’ interviews are presented in Chapter 8, reporting the students’ perceptions of using
AOD in their participation and learning in reading classes. Chapter 9 presents teachers’
interviews, including teachers’ perceptions of using AOD in teaching reading classes.

Restatement of Research Questions and Methods Matrix

There are seven main questions informing this study. The methods used to address

them are outlined in a methods matrix below (Table 6).
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Table 6

Methods Matrix for the Study

Research Question

Method

1.

Do students who participate in AOD as a
supplement to FTF learning perform better on
reading comprehension tests compared with
students who engage only in FTF learning?
Do students in each group (FTF and BL)
demonstrate significant improvement in their
reading comprehension scores from pre-test to
post-test?

How do students participate in AOD about a
reading from a set text?

How do students interact with others in AOD
about a reading from a set text?

How do teachers facilitate students’
comprehension during AOD about a reading
from a set text?

What are the students’ perceptions of the
usefulness of using AOD on their learning and
reading comprehension?

What are the teachers’ perceptions of the
usefulness of using AOD on teaching and
learning in reading classes?

Comparing reading comprehension post-test
scores for BL (experimental) and FTF
(control) groups

Comparing reading comprehension pre-test
and post-test scores for each group BL
(experimental) and FTF (control) groups

Content analysis of students’ online
discussions
Content analysis of students’ online
discussions
Content analysis of teachers’ online
discussions

Analysing students’ interviews concerning
their views on this form of learning practice

Analysing teachers’ interviews concerning
their views on this form of learning and
teaching practice
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CHAPTER FIVE

EFFECT OF BLENDING AOD WITH FTF ON STUDENTS’ READING COMPREHENSION
ACHIEVEMENT

This chapter presents the reading comprehension test results aimed at answering the
first and second research questions. First, descriptive results including means, standard
deviations and adjusted means are presented in order to summarise the comprehension scores
according to the type of teaching and learning approaches. Subsequently, analysis of
covariance (ANCOVA) results are reported to answer the first research question examining
the effect of blending AOD with FTF learning on students’ overall and sub-levels of reading

comprehension post-test scores compared with FTF learning.

Third, in order to answer Question 2 examining the difference on overall and sub-level
comprehension scores before and after the experiment for each group, both paired sample
t-tests and Wilcoxon signed rank tests are reported. For the normally distributed?® variables
(overall and inferential comprehension), the paired sample t-test was applied for comparison.
For the variables (literal and evaluative comprehension) that are not normally distributed, a
non-parametric Wilcoxon signed rank test was used in place of the t-test (Appendices J, K, L

and M).
5.1 Effect of BL on Overall Comprehension Scores

As shown in Table 7, the adjusted mean of the BL group (experimental) overall
comprehension post-test scores was higher than the adjusted mean of the control group. The
ANCOVA results revealed that pre-reading comprehension scores (covariate) were
significantly related to students’ post-reading comprehension scores, F(1, 61) = 26.53, p <

0.05), with a large effect size, 7p* = 0.303. The ANCOVA results suggested that there was no

2 Normal distribution refers to continues probability distributions that are characterised by bell-shaped curve
and symmetric. This shape implies that the majority of scores lie around the centre of the distribution.
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statistically significant effect of implementing BL on the students’ post-reading
comprehension scores after controlling the effect of overall pre-reading scores, F(1, 61) =
2.36, p > 0.05, with a small effect size, yp*> = 0.037. These results indicate that integrating
AOD with FTF learning did not significantly improve students’ overall comprehension scores
compared with the FTF instruction. (See more detailed analyses in Appendix J.)

Table 7

Descriptive Statistics for Students’ Overall Pre- and Post-test Reading Scores

Pre-test Post-test
Groups n M SD M SD Adjusted mean
Experimental (BL) 32 11.31 2.22 13.09 2.08 12.97
Control (FTF) 32 10.84 2.48 12.09 2.49 12.22

Note 1. Adjusted mean refers to the groups’ means after controlling for the effects of covariate on the
dependent variable (pre-test scores). 2. Maximum overall score = 18.00.

5.1.1 Comparison of overall comprehension scores before and after the experiments for

both groups

Table 8 presents the paired sample t-test results of the comparison pre- and post-test
overall comprehension scores for the control group (FTF). The results of the paired sample
t-test revealed that there was significant difference on overall comprehension scores from pre-
test (M = 10.84, SD = 2.48) to post-test (M = 12.09, SD = 2.49), t(31) = -2.64, p < 0.05, r =
0.43. These results suggest that the students who participated in the FTF group demonstrated

a significant improvement from pre-test to post-test for overall comprehension scores.

Table 8

Comparison of Overall Comprehension Scores Before and After for the FTF Group: Paired
Sample t-Test

Paired Differences
M SD SD. Error t df  Sig. (2-tailed)

Pair 1 overall pre-test

compared with post-test (FTF) 1.25 2.67 0.473 -2.642 31 0.013
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Table 9 presents the paired sample t-test results of the comparison pre-test and post-
test of overall comprehension scores for the experimental (BL) group. The results of the
paired sample t-test revealed that there was significant difference on overall comprehension
scores from pre-test (M = 11.31, SD = 2.22) to post-test (M = 13.09, SD = 2.08), t(31) =
—6.29, p < 0.05¢ r = 0.75). These results suggest that the students who participated in the BL
group demonstrated a significant improvement from pre-test to post-test for overall

comprehension scores.

Table 9

Comparison of Overall Comprehension Scores Before and After for the BL Group: Paired
Sample t-Test

Paired Differences
M SD SD. Error t df  Sig. (2-tailed)

Pair 1 overall pre-test

compared with post-test (BL) 1.78 1.60 0.283 -6.293 31 0.000

5.2 Effect of BL on Students’ Sub-level Comprehension Scores

This section presents ANCOVA analysis (between groups), the paired sample t-test
and Wilcoxon signed rank tests (within groups), in order to examine the effects of blending
AOD with FTF learning on students’ reading comprehension scores for each of the three

literal, inferential, and evaluative levels.

5.2.1 Effect of BL on literal comprehension

Findings revealed that the adjusted mean of the BL group in post-test literal scores
was higher than the adjusted mean of the control group (Table 10). The ANCOVA results
indicated that the pre-reading literal scores (covariate) were significantly related to the post-
reading literal scores, F(1, 61) = 10.61, p < 0.05, with a large effect size, p* = 0.148.
However, the ANCOVA results revealed that there was no significant effect of BL on

students’ post-test literal comprehension scores after controlling for the effect of pre-test
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literal scores, F(1, 61) = 0.49, p > 0.05, with a small effect size, 7p* = 0.008. Thus, integrating
AOD with FTF reading instruction did not significantly improve students’ literal
comprehension scores compared with FTF learning (Appendix K).

Table 10

Descriptive Statistics for Pre and Post-test Literal Comprehension Scores

Pre-test Post-test
Groups n M SD M SD Adjusted mean
Experimental (BL) 32 3.78 1.01 4.47 0.76 4.46
Control (FTF) 32 3.69 1.15 431 0.82 4.33

Note. Maximum literal score = 5.

5.2.2 Comparison of literal comprehension scores before and after the experiments for

both groups

Table 11 presents a Wilcoxon signed rank test applied to examine whether there was a
significant difference between the pre- and post-test literal scores for the control group. The
results of Wilcoxon tests revealed that there was a significant difference in literal
comprehension scores from pre-test (Mdn = 4) to post-test (Mdn =5), z=-2.56, p < 0.05, r =
0.32. These results suggest that the students who participated in the FTF group demonstrated

a significant improvement from pre-test to post-test for literal comprehension scores.

Table 11

Comparison of Literal Comprehension Scores Before and After for the FTF Group: Wilcoxon
Signed Rank Test

z Asymp. Sig. (2-tailed)
Literal pre-test compared with post-test scores (FTF) -2.561 0.010

As shown in Table 12, the same test was applied to the pre-test and post-test literal
scores for the BL group, revealing a significant difference on literal comprehension scores

from pre-test (Mdn = 4) to post-test (Mdn = 5), z = -3.62, p < 0.05, r = 0.45. These results
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suggest that the students who participated in the BL group demonstrated a significant

improvement from pre-test to post-test for literal comprehension scores.

Table 12

Comparison of Literal Comprehension Scores Before and After for the BL Group: Wilcoxon
Signed Rank Test

z Asymp. Sig. (2-tailed)
Literal pre-test compared with post-test scores (BL) -3.620 0.000

5.2.3 Effect of BL on inferential comprehension

As shown in Table 13, the adjusted mean of the BL group scores was higher than the
adjusted mean of the control group scores in the post-test inferential scores. The ANCOVA
findings indicated that pre-reading inferential scores (covariate) were significantly related to
post-reading inferential scores, F(1, 61) = 28.49, p < 0.05, with a large effect size, np* =
0.318. However, the ANCOVA results showed that there was no significant effect of BL on
students’ post-test inferential comprehension scores after controlling for the effect of pre-test
inferential scores, F(1, 61) = 0.83, p > 0.05, with a small effect size, sp> = 0.013. These
results indicate that students who used AOD in combination with FTF classes did not improve
significantly in inferential comprehension post-test scores compared with the students who
used only FTF instruction (Appendix L).
Table 13

Descriptive Statistics for Pre and Post-test Inferential Comprehension Scores

Pre-test Post-test
Groups n M SD M SD Adjusted mean
Experimental (BL) 32 5.22 1.77 5.78 1.41 5.70
Control (FTF) 32 4.87 1.52 5.34 1.43 5.43

Note. Maximum inferential score = 8.
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5.2.4 Comparison of inferential comprehension scores before and after the experiments

for both groups

Table 14 presents results of the paired sample t-test comparing pre- and post-test
inferential comprehension scores for FTF. The results revealed that there was no significant
difference on inferential comprehension scores from pre-test (M = 4.87, SD = 1.52) to post-
test (M = 5.34, SD = 1.43), t(31) = -1.63, p > 0.05, r = 0.28. These results suggest that the
students who participated in the FTF group did not demonstrate a significant improvement

from pre-test to post-test for inferential comprehension scores.

Table 14

Comparison of Inferential Comprehension Scores Before and After for the FTF Group:
Paired Sample t-Test

Paired Differences
M SD SD. Error t df  Sig. (2-tailed)

Pair 1 inferential pre-test

. 0.47 1.63 0.287 -1.631 31 0.113
compared with post-test (FTF)

Table 15 presents the paired sample t-tests of the comparison pre-test and post-test of
inferential comprehension scores for the BL group. The results revealed that there was
significant difference on inferential comprehension scores from pre-test (M = 5.22, SD =
1.78) to post-test (M = 5.78, SD = 1.41), t(31) = -2.56, p < 0.05, r = 0.42. These results
suggest that the students who participated in the BL group demonstrated a significant

improvement from pre-test to post-test for inferential comprehension scores.

Table 15

Comparison of Inferential Comprehension Scores Before and After for the BL Group: Paired
Sample t-Test

Paired Differences
M SD SD. Error t df  Sig. (2-tailed)

Pair 1 inferential pre-test

compared with post-test (BL) 0.56 1.24 0.219 -2.560 31 0.016
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5.2.5 Effect of BL on evaluative comprehension

Findings revealed that the adjusted mean of the BL group in post-test evaluative
comprehension scores was higher than the adjusted mean of the control group (Table 16). The
ANCOVA results indicated that pre-reading evaluative scores (covariate) were significantly
related to the post-reading evaluative scores, F(1, 61) = 4.68, p < 0.05, with a medium effect
size, np*> = 0.071. However, the ANCOVA results showed that there was no significant effect
of BL on students’ post-test evaluative comprehension scores after controlling for the effect
of pre-test evaluative scores, F(1, 61) = 2.75, p > 0.05, with a small effect size, 7p? = 0.043.
This indicates that students who used BL did not improve significantly in evaluative

comprehension post-test scores, compared with the FTF learning group (Appendix M).

Table 16

Descriptive Statistics for Pre and Post-test Evaluative Scores

Pre-test Post-test
Groups n M SD M SD Adjusted mean
Experimental (BL) 32 2.31 0.82 2.84 0.99 2.84
Control (FTF) 32 2.28 0.85 2.44 0.98 2.44

Note. Maximum evaluative score = 5.

5.2.6 Comparison of evaluative comprehension scores before and after the experiments

for both groups

As shown in Table 17, a Wilcoxon signed rank test was applied to examine whether
there was a significant difference between the pre- and post-evaluative comprehension for the
FTF group. The results of Wilcoxon tests revealed that there was no significant difference in
evaluative comprehension scores from pre-test (Mdn = 2), to post-test (Mdn = 2), z = -0.63,

p > 0.05, r = 0.08. These results suggest that the students who participated in the FTF group
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did not demonstrate a significant improvement from pre-test to post-test for evaluative

comprehension scores.

Table 17

Comparison of Evaluative Comprehension Scores Before and After for the FTF Group:
Wilcoxon Signed Rank Test

z Asymp. Sig. (2-tailed)
Evaluative pre-test compared with post-test scores (FTF) -0.632 0.527

As shown in the Table 18, a Wilcoxon signed rank test was also applied to examine
whether there was significant difference between the pre- and post-evaluative comprehension
for the BL group. The results of Wilcoxon tests revealed that there was a significant
difference on evaluative comprehension scores from pre-test (Mdn = 2), to post-test
(Mdn = 3), z = -2.78, p < 0.05, r = 0.35. These results suggest that the students who
participated in the BL group demonstrated a significant improvement from pre- to post-tests

for evaluative comprehension scores.

Table 18

Comparison of Evaluative Comprehension Scores Before and After for the BL Group:
Wilcoxon Signed Rank Test

z Asymp. Sig. (2-tailed)
Evaluative pre-test compared with post-test scores (BL) -2.782 0.005

5.3 Summary of Reading Comprehension Test Findings

The results of ANCOVA tests that measured the effect of blending AOD with FTF
learning on students’ comprehension compared with FTF learning indicate that students who
were taught with the blended mode of learning did not improve significantly more than FTF

learning in the overall comprehension post-test scores, or the literal, inferential or evaluative
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comprehension sub-levels. These results suggest that blending AOD with FTF learning was

not more or less effective than FTF learning.

The results of comparing pre- and post-test comprehension scores for each group
showed that students who participated in the FTF group demonstrated a significant
improvement from pre-test to post-test for overall and literal comprehension scores. However,
there was no significant improvement in their inferential and evaluative comprehension
scores. For the BL group, the results showed that students who participated in AOD as well as
FTF instruction demonstrated a significant improvement from pre-test to post-test for all

comprehension levels, including overall, literal, inferential and evaluative comprehension.
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CHAPTER SIX

STUDENTS’ PARTICIPATION AND INTERACTION IN AOD

This chapter presents the results of content analysis of the experimental group
discussion during the 12 AODs of the study. Findings are organised into two parts. The first
part presents the results of quantitative analysis of students’ participation in AOD that aimed
to answer the third research question: how do students participate in AOD about a reading
from a set text? Then the results of content analysis of students’ interaction in AOD are
reported to answer the fourth research question: how do students interact with others in AOD

about a reading from a set text?

6.1 Students’ Participation in AOD

In order to examine students’ participation in the AOD, the quantitative analyses of
students’ participation in online discussion are presented as participation rates.

Table 19 summarises the students’ messages and themes during the 12 AODs. The 32
participants posted a total of 447 messages that included 516 themes. The average number of
students’ messages per online discussion was 37.25 (SD =5.93, N = 12).

Table 19

Total and Averages of Students’ Messages and Themes during the 12 AODs

Messages Themes
Participants Number of AODs Total M SD Total M SD
12 447 37.25 5.93 516 43.00 7.39

32 Students

The findings revealed that most of the students participated in each discussion. The
average number of student contributors per discussion was 28 (SD = 2.43, N = 12). As shown
in Figure 2, the number of students who participated in the 12 discussions ranged from 23

students (72% of the total 32 students) in the first discussion to 31 students (97%) in
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discussions 10 and 12. These results indicate that the students’ participation rate in each

discussion was high. (More detailed results are shown in Appendix N.)
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Figure 2. Proportions of students who participated during the 12 AODs.

The number of students’ messages increased from the first discussion until the last
discussion (Figure 3). However, the number of student posts was not steady over the whole
period; for example, in discussions 7, 10 and 12 the number of posts reached the highest
points, registering 42, 42 and 47 messages per discussion, respectively. Comparing the
number of messages in the first discussion (one) with the last discussion (12) shows that the
number of messages increased from 28 to 47 messages. Applying the Wilcoxon signed-
ranked test indicates that this increase was significantly higher in discussion 12 (Mdn = 1.5)

than in discussion one (Mdn = 1), z =-3.04, p < 0.05.
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Figure 3. Number of students’ messages per online discussion.

141



Online Discussion and Comprehension

Participation rates were not equal among the students, with some students posting
more messages than others in the online discussions. Figure 4 shows that during 12 online
discussions, 10 students posted 10-12 messages, 18 students posted 13-16, and four students
posted 17-20. These results indicate that, although all students participated in the discussions,
some students were more active participants than others in terms of the number of posts
(Appendix O). Students were allowed in per discussion to post only one or two messages
answering teacher questions, responding and commenting on peers’ posts no more than three

times, and asking no more than two questions.
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Figure 4. Total messages posted by each student during the 12 AODs.

6.1.1 Summary of students’ participation in AOD

In summary, the purpose of this section was to answer the third question of this study:
how do students participate in AOD about a reading from a set of text? The results showed
that the number of students who participated in the 12 discussions was relatively high. The
number of messages increased gradually over the first five discussions, and reached the
highest point of participation in discussion 12. However, it must be pointed out that overall
students’ participation in the discussions was not uniform, as can be inferred from the number

of messages posted by each participant.
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6.2 Students’ Interactions in AOD

This section presents the results of the content analysis of students’ online discussions
over the 12 AODs, focusing on interaction themes and types. This aims to answer the fourth
research question: how do students interact in AOD about a reading from a set text? The
discussion themes were analysed and reported in the following manner: (a) the focus of the
students’ discussions; then (b) a detailed analysis of the interaction themes that emerged

during the students’ online discussions.

6.2.1 Focus of students’ online discussions

The majority of students’ themes focused on the reading under discussion (Figure 5).
In total, 32 students posted 516 themes during the 12 discussions. The average themes per
discussion was 43 (SD = 7.39, N = 12). Themes that focused on the topic numbered 447 (87%
of the total discussion), with an average of 37.25 on-topic themes per discussion (SD = 5.75,
N= 12); off-topic (social cues) themes numbered 69 (13% of the total discussion), with an
average of 5.75 off-topic themes per discussion (SD = 2.30, N = 12). These results suggest

that in this study, students were mostly engaged in discussion of the topics.

B On-topic

Off-topic

Figure 5. Proportions of on- and off-topic themes in students” messages during the 12 AODs.

6.2.2 Themes of students’ interaction in AOD

Discussion themes were analysed to understand how students interact in online

discussions about reading comprehension. Figure 6 shows the number and proportions of
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theme types posted during the 12 discussions. The number and proportions of themes
indicated that the most common themes were answering questions (248 themes, 48% of the
total discussion), encouragement (48 themes, 9%), scaffolding comprehension strategies (46
themes, 9%) and support-seeking questions (40 themes, 8%). In contrast, the themes least
applied by students were starting discussion questions (28 themes, 5%), agreement and
disagreement (22 themes, 4%) and reflection (15 themes, 3%). Separate to these on-topic
themes, there were 69 off-topic social cues themes (13% of the total discussion)

(Appendix P).
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Figure 6. Proportions of interaction themes in students’ messages during the 12 AODs.

6.2.2.1 Students’ answers to questions

Teachers posted weekly questions focusing on different comprehensions strategies.
Students also posted their additional questions related to the topic during the established
discussion periods. The most frequent theme in students’ posts was answering questions, with
248 themes (48% of the total themes) and the average number of posts of this theme per
discussion was 20.67 (SD = 4.52, N = 12). These results suggest that the majority of students’
discussions concentrated on responding to the teachers’ questions. This indicates that the

teachers’ questions provided focus for the discussion and students’ responses (Appendix P).
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6.2.2.1.1 Students’ answers to literal questions

Teachers posted literal comprehension questions during discussions two, six and 11.
The percentage of students who posted answers to these questions increased steadily over
these discussions, with 66%, 78%, and 88% of the total students responding for discussions
two, six and 11, respectively (Figure 7). However, the results of the Cochran’s Q test indicate
that there was no significant difference in the total number of students who posted answers to
literal comprehension questions across the three discussions, Q(2) = 3.89, p > 0.05. The
number of students who provided accurate literal answers was 17 (81% of total literal

answers) in discussion two and 25 (89% of total literal answers) in discussion 11 (Figure 7).

30

25 25
Y — 22

20

17

15
emm»Total

10

Accurate

Number of Students

5

0

D2 D6 D11

Discussions

Figure 7. Number of students who posted answers to literal questions: total and accurate

answers. Note: D2 refers to the number of AOD.

Findings revealed that students applied two literal comprehension strategies. The first
strategy used was restating facts and details about main characters mentioned clearly in the
text and story, which accounts for 42 themes (57% of the literal answers). The second literal
strategy was identifying general information and facts mentioned clearly in the texts
(e.g., benefits of locations of Gulf countries); this strategy included 22 themes (30% of literal
answers). It was also found that some students posted inaccurate literal information on 10

themes, which accounts for 13% of the students’ answers (Figure 8). Inaccurate literal
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answers refer to answers that do not belong to the text under discussion, or wrong answers.
The following example shows how students restated some information about the main
character in the passage:
Teacher: “According to the text: what are the main characteristics of Ebn-Taimiah?”
S3: “Ebn-Taimiah was brave, creative, and clever.” [Literal information, identifying fact
about main character: restating characteristics]
S1: “Ebn-Taimiah was brave, read lots of books, spent lots of time reading, and he was
strong.” [Literal information, identifying fact about main character: restating
characteristics]

(Student 3 [S3] and Student 1 [S1], Group 3 [G3], Discussion 2 [D2])

B General details

Identifying facts about the main characters

B Inaccurate literal Information

57%

Figure 8. Proportions of comprehension strategies evoked in response to literal questions.

6.2.2.1.2 Students’ answers to inferential questions

Teachers posted six inferential questions during six discussions (discussions one,
three, five, seven, eight and 10). The percentage of students who posted answers to the
inferential questions increased over the six discussions, from 44% in discussion one to 78% of
the total students in discussion 10 (Figure 9). The results of the Cochran’s Q test indicated
that there was a significant difference in the total number of students who posted answers to
the inferential questions across the six discussions, Q(5) = 12.778, p < 0.05. The McNemar’s

test was also conducted to compare the number of students who answered inferential
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questions in discussion one versus 10, showing a significant difference (p < 0.05). The
percentage of students who applied accurate inferential strategies was 10 (71% of total
students who posted inferential answers) in discussion one and 23 (92%) in discussion 10

(Figure 9).
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Figure 9. Number of students who posted answers to inferential questions: total and accurate

ansSwers.

The findings showed that students applied four inferential comprehension strategies
when responding to teachers’ inferential questions (Figure 10). Students applied various
inferential strategies including inferring the main idea of the text (30 themes, 24% of the
inferential answers), and drawing conclusions (27 themes, 22%). The following example
shows how students draw conclusion and infer word meaning by making connections
between text content and their life experiences:

“I benefited from this text that if I give some money to help people, I would be happy in my

life.” [Drawing conclusion by making connection to life] (54, G1, D1)

“I understood from this text that, if I want to be a good person, I need to support and help

other people.” [Drawing conclusion by making connection to life] (S3, G5, D5)

“The word ‘bright’ means good and great, my example: I support my soccer team because it

has a bright history.” [Inferring word meaning by connection to life] (S7, G4, D8)
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As shown in Figure 10, the proportion of answers providing literal information was
17% of the total answers reported in the six online discussions. However, some students did
not distinguish between literal and inferential information in some discussions, particularly in
the first discussion (D1). For example, “the main idea is that there are no two similar
fingerprints” [providing literal information while the teachers question focused on

inferring the main idea] (S5, G4, D3).

B Inferring text ideas
i Drawing conclusion
M Inferring word meaning

2 Providing literal information

Figure 10. Proportions of comprehension strategies evoked in response to inferential

questions.

6.2.2.1.3 Students’ answers to evaluative questions

Teachers posted evaluative questions during three discussions (four, nine and 12). The
percentage of students who answered evaluative questions increased from 47% of total
students in discussion four to 59% in discussion 12 (Figure 11). Applying the Cochran’s Q
test indicated that there was no significant difference in the total number of students who
posted evaluative answers across the three discussions, Q(2) = 0.800, p > 0.05. The number of
students who posted correct answers was 11 (73% of students who posted evaluative answers)

in discussion four, and 16 (84%) in discussions 12 (Figure 11).
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Figure 11. Number of students who posted answers to evaluative questions: total and accurate

ansSwers.

As shown in Figure 12, the analysis of students’ answers to evaluative questions
indicates that students applied four evaluative strategies. The first and most applied evaluative
strategy was identifying the purpose of the author of the text (19 themes, 37% of evaluative
answers). For example, “I think the purpose of the author this week is to inform us about the
fingerprint benefits” (52, G4, D4). The second strategy adopted by students was to evaluate
the evidence used by the authors to support their ideas (13 themes, 25%). For instance, “the
author uses stories and some inventions that were made by Arabs” (S4, G2, D9). The third
applied strategy focused on distinguishing between facts and opinions in the text (6 themes,
12%). For example, “I’m not sure but I think the author in this text wrote facts not opinions”
(S6, G2, D9). The third applied strategy focused on identifying the author’s feeling in the text
(3 themes, 6%). It was also found that some students did not use evaluative strategies but

rather provided literal or inferential answers (10 themes, 20%).
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Figure 12. Proportions of comprehension strategies evoked in response to evaluative

questions.

6.2.2.2 Encouragement

Students supported and encouraged each other in the online discussion, posting 48
encouragement themes (representing 9% of the total themes in the discussion). As shown in
Figure 13, to encourage other participants in the online discussion students: (a) thanked other
students for their messages and participation (27 themes, 56% of total encouragement
themes), e.g., “Thank you for your message” (S4, G3, D2) and “Thank you, my friends, for
your participation in this discussion” (S6, G2, D9); (b) thanked each other for their answers
(14 themes, 29%), e.g., “Thank you for your answer” (S1, G5, D7); and (c) acknowledged
others’ answers by mentioning their names and explaining how their contribution helped
others’ to understand the text (7 themes, 15%), for example, “I think this answer is a good
answer for the question. It helped me to understand how to answer this question” (S5, G1,

D2).
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B Thanking for post
Thanking for answers

29% Acknowledging

Figure 13. Proportions of encouragement methods used by students during the 12 AODs.

The discussions that focused on evaluative and inferential strategies attracted more
encouragement per discussion than the literal comprehension posts (Table 20). This indicates
most encouragement themes were posted in response to these two comprehensions levels. The
Friedman test was conducted to compare between the average number of encouragement
themes among the three comprehension levels, indicating there was a significant difference in
the average number of encouragement themes across the three comprehension strategies,
7/(2) = 7.15, p < 0.05. The analysis of encouragement themes revealed some indicators of
students’ interaction in which students responded to each other and thanked others for their
posts and participation. Moreover, students supported each other’s participation and
contribution about the text, specifically when making posts at the evaluative and inferential
comprehension levels.

Table 20

Totals and Averages for Encouragement Themes Posted by Students During the 12 AODs

Comprehension Number of  Number of Total Average themes

strategies students*  discussions  themes per discussion SD
Literal 8 3 8 2.67 0.58
Inferential 24 6 24 4.00 1.26
Evaluative 16 3 16 5.33 1.53
Total /Average 32 12 48 4.00 1.48

* Note. number of students who posted encouragement themes in each level.
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6.2.2.3 Scaffolding comprehension strategies

Analysis of students’ discussion about reading revealed that some students supported
other peers’ learning and comprehension. Forty-six themes (9% of students’ themes) were
categorised as providing support to peers in their comprehension of the text. The analysis of
these scaffolding comprehension themes illustrated that students applied three methods
(Figure 14 and Appendix R).

The first method was (a) supporting peers by providing an explanation of the
comprehension strategies (27 themes, 59% of the total of scaffolding strategies themes). For
example, “I think the term inform refers to giving us more information about the text”
[explanation of purpose of the author: inform] (S6, G4, D12). Some students also
explained how they found the answers from the text. For example, “I read the text several
times, the title and the first paragraph [explanation of how the student found the answer],
and I think the important idea of the text is that fingerprints have many advantages in our life”
(S5, G2, D3).

The second method for scaffolding comprehension was (b) providing feedback about
peers’ answers (11 themes, 24% of scaffolding themes). Students posted feedback on their
peers’ answers. One example of giving feedback was assessing others’ answers: “I think your
answer is correct” (S1, G3, D4). Another example of feedback was distinguishing between
literal and inferential comprehension: “Your answer is not an inference because it is stated
directly in the text as it was explained by the teacher in the guide forum” (S2, G5, D5).

The third method of providing scaffolding was (c) referring peers to the students’
forum guide (8 themes, 17% of scaffolding themes). In this method, students supported each
other by making reference to the information in the students’ forum guide, for example, “I
found the explanation on making inference in the students’ forum guide helpful; it helped me

to answer the questions” (S7, G4, D5).
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These findings suggested that some students scaffolded their peers’ knowledge and
understanding of the reading comprehension strategies. Peers’ scaffolding provided students
with the opportunity of sharing knowledge and information about the comprehension
strategies used in this online forum. Another finding was that some students referred to the
student guide forum in which teachers provided explanation, modelling and examples, which
indicates that students relied on teachers’ instructions on how to learn and apply the

comprehension strategies.

B Explaining the strategy
B Providing feedback

Referring to guide forum

Figure 14. Proportions of scaffolding comprehension strategies used by students during the

12 AODs.

Questions that called for evaluative or inferential comprehension received more
scaffolding than did literal comprehension (Table 21). The average number of scaffolding
comprehension themes per discussion were evaluative (M = 5.33, SD = 2.08, n = 3),
inferential (M = 4.17, SD = 1.94, n = 6) and literal (M = 1.67, SD = 0.58, n = 3). Applying the
Friedman test indicated that there was a significant difference between the average number of
scaffolding themes across the three comprehension levels, ,1/2(2) = 10.519, p < 0.05. These
results suggest that students interacted and scaffolded each other in discussions that focused

on evaluative and inferential strategies more than on literal strategies.
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Table 21

Totals and Averages of Scaffolding Comprehension Themes Posted by Students During the 12
AODs

Comprehension Number of Total Average themes
strategies Number of  jscssions themes per discussion

students SD
Literal 5 3 5 1.67 0.58
Inferential 22 6 25 4.17 1.94
Evaluative 14 3 16 5.33 2.08
Total/Average 32 12 46 3.83 2.12

6.2.2.4 Support-seeking questions

Students posted some questions asking for support and help from their peers. The
findings show that 40 themes (8% of the total discussions) were coded as support-seeking
questions. Students asked for support in different ways (Figure 15).

First, asking others to clarify and explain comprehension strategies (17 themes, 43%
of support-seeking question themes). The following example shows how a student seeks for
support on understanding evaluative questions: “how do you know the author purpose is to
inform us about the fingerprints?” (S4, G2, D4). In this example, the student seeks
clarification on how to identify the author purpose from the text.

Second, asking others in the group to provide examples of answers (12 themes, 30%).
For example, “I do not know how to find sub-ideas, can anyone give me one example about
the sub-ideas in the text?” (S6, G5, D7).

Third, asking for support with technical problems, such as participation limits or
Internet access (11 themes, 27%). For example, “hi everyone; can anyone tell me the number

of messages that we should post this week?” (S3, G1, D2).

These results indicate that being involved in online discussion gave students a chance

to seek support from their peers. This is indicative that students did not interact with the
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teachers only, but also they interacted with their peers asking for support, particularly on the

reading comprehension strategies.

27% B Asking for clarification

Asking for examples
Asking for technical support

30%

Figure 15. Proportions of support-seeking question methods used by students during the 12

AODs.

As shown in Table 22, the average number of support-seeking questions in the
discussion that focused on evaluative strategies was 5.33 themes per discussion (SD = 1.52,
n = 3). The average number of support-seeking questions in inferential discussion was 3.33
themes per discussion (SD = 1.37, n = 6), and literal discussion was 1.33 themes per
discussion (SD = 0.58, n = 3). The Friedman test results indicated that there was a significant
difference in the average number of support-seeking question themes across the three
comprehension levels, 44(2) = 12.788, p < 0.05. These findings indicated that students asked
for support with evaluative and inferential strategies more than literal. This suggested that
inferential and evaluative levels were more challenging to students, consequently, needing

more assistance.
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Table 22

Totals and Averages of Support-seeking Question Themes Posted by Students During the 12
AODs

Comprehension Number of Number of Total Average themes

strategies students discussions themes per discussion SD
Literal 4 3 4 1.33 0.58
Inferential 20 6 20 3.33 1.37
Evaluative 16 3 16 5.33 1.52
Total/Average 32 12 40 3.33 1.87

6.2.2.5 Starting discussion questions

Students posted 28 themes (5% of the students’ themes), which were coded as
“starting discussion questions”. In this type of discussion, students asked questions about the
text that could be related to their peers’ experiences so as to start a new discussion. For
example, one student posted the question, “has anyone visited a Gulf country [asking about
personal experience]? If so, how was it?” (S6, G1, D7). Another student asked, “hi everyone,
| suggest that if anyone in the group is a happy person or not, could he tell us why and why
not?” (S4, G4, D1). This type of question aims to start a new discussion, instead of requesting
help, support or clarification. Findings revealed that 19 questions (68% of the total themes in
this type of question) triggered follow-up discussions from peers. Students also displayed
initiative in starting discussions by posting some questions during some discussions. This
behaviour of leading discussion, however, was not frequent during the 12 discussions.
Although these themes were not as common, they did indicate that some students were active
in starting new discussions. This type of participation enabled students to share their
experiences, exchange ideas, and relate the text to their own lives.

The average number of starting discussion question themes posted in evaluative
discussions was 3.67 themes per discussion (SD = 1.53, n = 3); the average in inferential

discussions was 2.17 themes per discussion (SD = 0.41, n = 6); and in literal discussions was
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1.33 themes per discussion (SD = 0.58, n = 3), as shown in Table 23. This indicated that
students posted discussion questions that started a new conversation more in the evaluative
and inferential discussions than in the literal discussions. However, the Friedman test results
indicated that there was no significant difference in the average questions themes across the
three comprehension levels, °(2) = 3.028, p > 0.05.

Table 23

Totals and Averages of Starting Discussion Question Themes Posted by Students During the
12 AODs

Comprehension Number of Number of  Total Average themes

strategies students discussion  themes per discussion SD
Literal 4 3 4 1.33 0.58
Inferential 13 6 13 2.17 0.41
Evaluative 11 3 11 3.67 1.53
Total/Average 32 12 28 2.33 1.15

6.2.2.6 Agreement and disagreement

Students’ agreement and disagreement with their peers registered only 22 themes (4%
of the total discussion). Students’ posts included: (a) agreement with peers’ answers (11
themes, 50% of agreement/disagreement themes), e.g., “I agree with you, this is the main idea
of the text” (S1, G4, D3); (b) agreement about the difficulty of the teachers’ questions (8
themes, 36%), for example, “I also think this week, the question is difficult, I agree” (S6, G2,
D4); and (¢) disagreement with peers’ answers (3 themes, 14%), for example, “I disagree with
you, your answer is incorrect” (S4, G4, D9). In these online discussions, some students’
interaction was manifested through agreeing and supporting their peers. However, it was
noticeable that students tended not to disagree or challenge each other.

The averages for agreement and disagreement themes, which focused on the three
comprehension strategies were literal (M =1, SD =1, n = 3), inferential (M = 1.83, SD = 0.75,

n = 6) and evaluative (M = 2.67, SD = 1.53, n = 3) (Table 24). The Friedman test indicated
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that there was no significant difference in the average number of agreement and disagreement
themes across the three comprehension levels, 7*(2) = 2.800, p > 0.05. Therefore the level of
agreement and disagreement was not significantly affected by the comprehension strategies.

Table 24

Totals and Averages of Agreement and Disagreement Themes Posted by Students During the
12 AODs

Comprehension Number of Number of  Total Average themes

strategies students  discussions  themes per discussion SD
Literal 3 3 3 1 1.00
Inferential 11 6 11 1.83 0.75
Evaluative 8 3 8 2.67 1.53
Total/Average 32 12 22 1.83 1.11

6.2.2.7 Reflection

There were 15 reflection themes (3% of the total discussion). Students’ reflection
focused mainly on their learning and understanding including: (a) reflection on their
understanding of strategies (7 themes, 47% of reflection themes), for example, “this week, the
discussion helped me understand how to distinguish between literal information and drawing
an inference” (S3, G5, D5); (b) reflection on the usefulness of the Internet for learning (5
themes, 33%), for example, “this experience helped me to use the Internet for studying, not
only for playing games and chatting” (S6, G3, D8); and (c) students’ reflection on their
learning styles (3 themes, 20%), e.g., “this group discussion helped me to learn how to
discuss in groups and work with friends; it is a very useful method, I think” (S1, G5, D3).
Table 25 shows that the average number of reflection themes ranged from 1.00 in inferential
discussions to 1.67 in evaluative discussions. Students did not post reflection themes
frequently; nevertheless, their posts described how the discussion and activities about the text

supported their understanding.
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Table 25

Totals and Averages of Reflection Themes Posted by Students During the 12 AODs

Comprehension Number of Number of Total of Average themes

strategies students discussion  themes per discussion SD
Literal 4 3 4 1.33 0.58
Inferential 6 6 6 1.00 0.63
Evaluative 5 3 5 1.67 1.15
Total/Average 32 12 15 1.25 0.75

6.2.2.8 Social cues

Students posted 69 themes (13% of all themes) on social cues unrelated to the reading
topics. Analysis of social cues showed three categories: (a) greeting peers in the discussion
(32 themes, 46% of social cue themes), for example, “Hello everyone” (S2, G5, D2);
(b) expressing feelings (26 themes, 38%), e.g., “I enjoyed playing soccer this week, it was
interesting” (S4, G2, D2); and (c) personal life and interests (11 themes, 16%). For example,
“I’m going to watch the match this week” (S7, G4, D11).

Students manifested their feelings in various ways, including: (a) feelings of
discussion enjoyment (6 themes, 9% of social cues themes), e.g., “It was interesting to
participate in the discussion forum, I enjoyed it” (S5, G1, D6); (b) feelings of confusion (12
themes, 17%), for example, “I’'m confused about the test this week” (S7, G4, D7); and
(c) feelings about personal events (8 themes, 12%), for example, “I’m happy this week, I will
buy a new computer” (52, G3, D5).

Most social cue themes were posted in discussion weeks that focused on evaluative
and inferential questions. The average of social cue themes on evaluative discussions was
7.67 per discussion (SD = 2.08, n = 3), on inferential discussions was 6.00 themes (SD = 1.79,
n = 6), while on literal discussions was 3.33 themes (SD = 1.53, n = 3) (Table 26). The
Friedman test indicated that significant differences existed in the average of the total number

of social cue themes across the three comprehension levels, 7#(2) = 10.89, p < 0.05. The
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results also indicated that students’ social interaction was higher during the evaluative and

inferential comprehension discussions than the literal.

Table 26

Totals and Averages of Social Cue Themes Posted by Students During the 12 AODs

Comprehension Number of  Number of Total Average themes

strategies students discussion themes per discussion SD
Literal 10 3 10 3.33 1.53
Inferential 30 6 36 6.00 1.79
Evaluative 22 3 23 7.67 2.08
Total/Average 32 12 69 5.75 2.30

6.2.3 Summary of students’ participation and interaction in AOD

This part of the content analysis of the students’ discussion themes aimed to answer

the third and fourth questions of the study: how do students participate in AOD about a

reading from a set text? And, how do students interact with others in AOD about a reading

from a set text? The results suggest that the majority of students’ discussions concentrated on

responding to the teacher questions. However, the findings also revealed the following

features of students’ participation and interaction in AOD:

a)

b)

Students’ responses and discussion focused mostly on reading tasks and teachers’
questions. Most students’ contributions and posts concentrated on reading
comprehension strategies.

Students’ application of comprehension strategies increased as the discussion
progressed, particularly, the application of inferential comprehension strategies.
Online discussion provided a supportive environment in which some students
encouraged and thanked their peers for participating and contributing to the
discussion, explained the comprehension strategies and provided feedback to peers’

anSwers.
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d)

9)

In online discussion, students scaffolded and supported their peers’ understanding of
reading comprehension strategies.

Different forms of student interaction with their peers about the text and knowledge
were observed, including asking others for support, scaffolding others’ understanding,
agreement, and sharing experiences.

Some students provided support to their peers in the discussion in various ways,
including guiding their peers and supporting their comprehension, as well as starting
new discussions.

Students were involved in some off-topic social discussion, but overall much of

students’ interaction was on task.
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CHAPTER SEVEN

TEACHER INVOLVEMENT AND FACILITATION OF STUDENTS’ AOD

This chapter presents the findings of a content analysis of teachers’ involvement in the
12 AODs, to answer the fifth research question: how do teachers facilitate students’
comprehension during AOD about a reading from a set text? The teachers’ discussion themes
were analysed based on adapted categories of teaching presence in the Anderson, Rourke,
Garrison and Archer (2001) coding scheme. These categories include: (a) teachers’ design
and organisation; (b) teachers’ discourse facilitation; and (c) direct teaching instruction. First,
to provide an overview of the findings, a summary of teachers’ messages and themes are
presented. This is followed by a more detailed description of the findings in each of the

teaching presence categories defined above.

7.1 Overall Results of Teachers’ Participation in AOD

Figure 16 presents the percentage of teacher themes categories that emerged during
the 12 discussions. The two teachers posted 72 messages, averaging 6 messages per
discussion (SD = 0.60, N = 12). These messages included 129 themes with an average of
10.75 themes per discussion (SD = 1.91, N = 12). The teachers’ posts and involvement were
not consistent across the 12 discussions, ranging from eight themes in discussions two and six
to 13 in discussions three, seven and 10 (Figure 16). The overall results suggested that the

teachers participated actively in the online discussion.
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Figure 16. Total number of teachers’ themes during the 12 AODs.

These themes were further analysed and divided into three main teaching presence
categories as identified by the Anderson et al. (2001). As shown in Figure 17, most teachers’
posts fell within the category of direct instruction (56 themes, or 43% of all teachers’ themes).
Teachers posted 46 discourse facilitation themes (36%) and 27 design and organisation
themes (21%). These findings suggested that the teachers focused on supporting students’
reading comprehension by giving direct instruction on how to apply comprehension
strategies. Additionally, teachers facilitated students’ discussion by encouraging their
participation. However, it is evident that the teachers did not provide the same level of
attention and posts to the design and organisation aspects across all 12 discussions. (More

details provided in Appendix S.)

M Direct instruction
m Discourse facilitation

Design and organisation

Figure 17. Proportions of teaching presence categories posted by teachers during the 12

AQODs.
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The average number of total teachers’ themes posted during literal discussions was
8.33 per discussion (SD = 0.58, n = 3), in inferential discussions was 12 per discussion (SD =
1.55, n = 6), and in evaluative discussions was 10.67 per discussion (SD = 0.58, n = 3). That
is, the average number of teachers’ themes was highest in inferential discussions, and higher
in evaluative discussions than in literal discussions, indicating that teachers posted and
provided more support to discussions that focused on inferential and evaluative

comprehension, more so than literal.

7.2 Teachers’ Design and Organisation Themes

Teachers posted 27 design themes, which equated to 21% of the total teachers’
themes. The most frequently used themes in the design and organisation category were:
(a) designing methods, i.e., setting students tasks and group structure, with 13 themes (48% of
design themes); (b) setting curriculum goals, aims, materials and topics, which amounted to
12 themes (44%); and least frequently, (c) establishing time parameters, with 2 themes (7%)

(Figure 18, Appendix T).

B Designing methods
M Setting curriculum

Establishing time parameters

Figure 18. Proportions of design and organisation themes during the 12 AODs.

The most frequently used themes within the design and organisation category were
design methods and setting curriculum. The teachers posted one theme every discussion that

focused specifically on designing methods, identifying students’ tasks, roles and their group
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structure. For example, a teacher posted the following statement in discussion one: “This is
the first discussion. Your task in this discussion is to read the text, answer the lesson
questions, read others’ posts, and respond to these messages. [Identifying students’ tasks]
Remember that you are only allowed to participate in your group’s forum” [group structure]
(T1, D1, Student Guide Forum [SGF]). In this example, the teacher explained to the students
the tasks and group structure. However, most of these tasks were not explained in detail, in
terms of the content of their responses, that is students were not given detailed instructions,
information or practical examples on how to comment and respond to others’ messages.

The second category used by the teachers was setting the curriculum for the reading
activities. The teachers’ statements focused on identifying the topic, explaining the objectives
of the reading activity and identifying the materials that students must use in the exercise. For
example, one of the teachers posted, “This lesson, we will focus on happiness [identifying
the topic of the reading]; our goals are to draw conclusions from this text and make
inferences” [identifying the instructional goal of the activity] (T1, D1, SGF). An example
of one of the few design and organisation themes posted by teachers that focused on time
parameters, was, “You have three days for participation” [time parameters] (T2, D3, SGF).

Figure 19 shows the total number of design and organisation themes during the 12
discussions. The average number of design themes per discussion was 2.25 (SD = 0.62, N =
12). The average number of teachers’ design themes was similar during the 12 discussions
across the three comprehension levels: in literal discussions it was 2.00 (SD = 0.00, n = 3), in
inferential discussions 2.33 (SD = 0.82, n = 3), and in evaluative discussions 2.33 (SD = 0.58,
n = 3). These results indicate that the teachers’ support in design and organisation aspects was
almost consistent across the three comprehension levels, and across the 12 discussions, with

slightly more organisational support in discussions three and four.

165



Online Discussion and Comprehension

w O

(]

5

2 4

™=

&5 3

(7]

a

5 2

5,

£

>

z .

D1 D2 D3 D4 D5 D6 D7 D8 D9 D10 D11 D12
Discussions

Figure 19. Total number of teacher design and organisation themes during the 12 AODs.

These design category results suggested that teachers provided some support in terms
of explaining the tasks, focus of activities and provided brief statements on how students
should participate and discuss (e.g., answer, read, comment and respond). However, it seemed
the teachers’ design themes were directed mainly at students answering the questions instead

of providing guidance and details on how to engage in the online discussion with their peers.

7.3 Teachers’ Discourse Facilitation of Students’ Discussions

The analysis of the second category (discourse facilitation) revealed that two
approaches were applied by the teachers: (a) encouraging and thanking students (38 themes,
83% of discourse themes); and (b) posting social cues to help students feel familiar and
comfortable with participating in the online discussions (8 themes, 17%). This indicates that
teachers supported and facilitated the discussion by encouraging students to participate and

post their answers (Appendix U).
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B Encouraging students

Social cues

Figure 20. Proportions of teachers’ discourse facilitation themes during the 12 AODs.

Within the category of encouraging the students’ to participate in the discussions, four

approaches emerging from the data:

a)

b)

d)

Thanking students for their participation (23 themes, 50% of discourse facilitation
themes). For example, “Thank you for your post this week” (T2, D3, G4) and, “I
would like to thank everyone who answered this week’s questions” (T1, D7, G5).
Encouraging students to read others’ comments (7 themes, 15%), as in, “please read
your peers’ posts and comments” (T1, D9, G1).

Encouraging students by thanking them for responding to others’ comments (4
themes, 9%), for example, “good effort this week” (T1, D9, G2), “thank you for your
comments and responses to your peers’ posts” (T2, D7, G3).

Acknowledging students’ posts (4 themes, 9%), for example, “your answer was a
good answer and contributed to the discussion” (T1, D6, G5), and “We can use [S5]’s
answer as an example for answering this week’s questions” (T1, D5, G2).

Figure 21 shows the total number of teachers’ facilitation discourse themes over the

12 discussions. The average number of discourse themes per discussion was 3.83 (SD = 0.94,

N = 12). Comparing the average of the teachers’ discourse themes across the discussions

focused on different levels of comprehensions revealed that the averages for the evaluative

(M =4.33, SD = 0.58, n = 3) and inferential discussions (M = 4.17, SD = 0.75, n = 6) were
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more than for literal discussions (M = 2.67, SD = 0.58, n = 3). These findings show that
teachers encouraged discussion that focused on evaluative and inferential more than the literal

comprehension levels.

Number of Discourse Themes

D1 D2 D3 D4 D5 D6 D7 D8 DS D10 D11 D12

Discussions

Figure 21. Number of teacher discourse facilitation themes during the 12 AODs.

In summary, in this discourse category, the teachers mainly focused on thanking
students for their participation in the discussion and answers, while direct encouragement to

interact and respond with others was limited.

7.4 Teachers’ Direct Instruction in AODs

Figure 22 presents the types of instruction themes that were applied by the teachers
over the 12 discussions. The teachers applied different teaching instructions in order to
support the students’ comprehension including: (a) giving feedback and assessment on
students’ answers (17 themes, 30% of the total instruction category); (b) asking questions to
start the discussion (15 themes, 27%); (c) modelling the comprehension strategy (9 themes,
16%); (d) diagnosing any misconceptions that students had about the comprehension
strategies (5 themes, 9%); (e) providing explicit explanations of comprehension strategies
(6 themes, 11%); and least frequently (f) referring to other sources (4 themes, and 7%)

(Appendix V).
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Figure 22. Proportions of teachers’ direct instruction themes during the 12 AODs.

Figure 23 shows the number of direct instruction themes over the 12 discussions. The
teacher posts that focused on instruction themes ranged from three in discussion two to six in
discussions five, seven, eight and 10. The average number of teachers’ instruction themes in
inferential discussions (M = 5.50, SD = 0.84, n = 6) was higher than in literal (M = 3.67, SD
= 0.58, n = 3) and evaluative discussions (M = 4, SD = 0.00, n = 3). These results indicated
that teachers supported students’ understanding of inferential comprehension strategies more

than evaluative and literal comprehension strategies.
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Figure 23. Number of teachers’ direct instruction themes during the 12 AODs.
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7.4.1 Giving feedback

Giving feedback was the teachers’ most frequently used theme, with 30% of the total
instruction themes. This strategy involved four types of feedback: (a) feedback on students’
answers (four themes, 24% of total feedback themes), for example, “Your answer is
incorrect. .. you need to think about your answer again, read the text, and post again” (T1, D5,
G7); (b) on a whole group’s answers for the whole week (six themes, 35%), for example,
“The group’s answers this week were very good and most of them were correct” (T1, D9,
G2); (c) on students’ participation (four themes, 24%), as depicted in the statement, “I noticed
this week that not all students participated and sent messages” (T2, D1, G3); and (d) on
students’ interaction (three themes, 18%), as exemplified in, “You need to focus on writing
comments and responding to others” (T2, D9, G4).

Interestingly, the findings revealed that teachers posted most of their feedback at the
end of the discussion: 4 feedback themes (24% of total feedback themes) during the
discussion versus 13 (76%) at the end of every discussion. These results indicated that most
of the feedback focused on the students’ answers and the number of posts and only a few
instances emphasised students’ interactions with their peers.

In spite of using feedback as an instructional strategy, this generally consisted of brief
statements rather than providing explanatory and detailed comments. Only five of the 17
instructional themes contained detailed or explanatory feedback. An example of short
feedback was “good answers and participation” (T2, D10, G3). The following discussion
shows how Teacher 1 provided extended feedback to students:

Teacher: “What is the author’s main purpose for writing the text: inform, persuade, entertain

or warn? What evidence does the author use to support these ideas?.”

S1: “I think the answer is to inform, and the evidence is the listing of some Arab inventions.”

S2: “Same answer—t0 inform us—and the author used evidence.”

S3: “What is the difference between inform and persuade?”
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Teacher: “Thank you for your answers, the differences between them are written in the
students’ forum guide with examples and explanations. These three answers are good, but you
need to explain your answer more, for example, to inform us about what? Give examples
about the evidence you chose.” [Explanatory feedback]

(T1, D9, G2)

The previous examples show how teachers provided explanatory feedback to motivate

students to elaborate on their answers.

7.4.2 Asking questions

The teachers’ second most frequently-used instruction strategy was to ask questions at
the start and during the discussions (15 questions, 27% of instruction themes).
Understandably, questions were mainly used by teachers to initiate the discussion, and in
three occasions they posted additional questions during the discussions.

The analysis of the 12 questions posted by teachers revealed that each question
focused on one comprehension level per discussion. The following is an example of a
question posted at the beginning of the discussion “What does the word “bright story” mean
in this text”? [Inferring word meaning] Use the context of this word to answer the question
[Using context] and use this word in a new sentence.” [Application to the new context] (T1,
D8, all groups). The teacher’s question focused on only one level of reading comprehension,
inferential.

There were three questions that focused on the literal comprehension level (20% of
total questions), including questions asking students to restate information stated directly in
the text. For example, ‘According to the text, what are the main characteristics of Ebn
Taimiah? [Information mentioned explicitly in the text] (T1, D2, all groups). Six questions

(40%) focused on making inferences from the text: drawing conclusions, inferring text ideas
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and word meanings. For example, “You have learned about happiness. Write three inferences
you can take from the text about happiness?” [Drawing conclusions] (T1, D1, all groups).

Analysis of the evaluative levels of comprehension questions (3 questions, 20% of
total) revealed that these questions focused on the author’s purpose in writing the text,
identifying the evidence that the author used to support the text’s ideas, and distinguishing
between facts and opinions. Furthermore, these questions were supported with multiple-
choice answers to help students understand them and also directed students to read examples
in the students’ forum guide. For instance:

Teacher: “What is the main author purpose of writing the text [Purpose of the text]: 1) To

entertain the reader; 2) To warn the reader; 3) To inform the reader about the benefits of using

fingerprints?; or 4) Other (please identify) Use examples from the text to support your

answer.” [Provide choices] (T1, D4, All Group)

Another example shows how teachers support questions with choices:

Teacher: “What evidence was used by the author to support this purpose? [Evidence]

(1) Using non-Arab scientists’ opinions; (2) Listing some inventions created by Arabs;

(3) Both answers; (4) Other evidence (please identify).” [Giving choices] (T1, D9, G2)

The questions posted during the discussions focused on distinguishing between facts
and opinions, and identifying the author’s purpose and feelings. For example, in discussion 9,
Teacher 1 posted the following question: “Does the author in this text provide facts or
opinions” [Distinguishing between facts and opinions] (T1, D9, all groups). Another type
of question posted during the discussion asked the students to identify the author’s feelings in
the text, “How do you describe the author’s feelings in this text? 1) Joy; 2) Anger; 3) Fear; or
4) Proud.” [Author’s feelings] (T1, D9, all groups).

These results indicated that teachers initiated the 12 discussions by posting questions.

These questions focused on the readings and three comprehensions levels. Teachers’
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questions supported on-topic discussion and encouraged students to concentrate on

comprehension strategies.

7.4.3 Modelling strategies

Teachers posted nine modelling and examples themes (16% of the direct instruction
category) focused on modelling the comprehension strategies. Seven modelling themes were
posted in the students’ guide forum and two themes were posted during the discussion.
Teacher 1 wrote:

“For example, I’'m looking for the main idea of the fingerprints text. [Goal of the reading]
I’'m asking myself, ‘What is the text about? What are the general and important ideas I can
understand from the fingerprints text?’ [Asking about important ideas] | read the title and
first paragraph and I understand that the text could be about the importance of fingerprints in
our life. [Inferring the idea from title] | read each paragraph and | found that most
paragraphs [Reading each paragraph] explained the benefits of fingerprints in our life, and
therefore I think the main idea of this text is about the benefits of fingerprints in our life.”
[Modelling the strategy] (T1, D3, SGF)

The teacher posted this statement as an example of how one can find the main idea in
a text. The teacher thought aloud and described some processes on how to identify the main
ideas. In these modelling themes, teachers helped students to understand how to apply a
strategy. Teachers provided some models and examples that could be followed by students.
Although, several modelling strategies were provided to the students, the results indicated that

each comprehension strategy was modeled only once.

7.4.4 Diagnosing and clarifying misconceptions
The fourth theme of teacher instruction was identifying misconceptions and
explaining the differences between some comprehension strategies. Only five themes were

counted in this category (9% of instruction themes); all of them focused on explaining the
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differences between literal and inferential comprehension as some students faced problems in
distinguishing between them. The following example shows how the teacher applied this
strategy:
Teacher: “What are the important inferences and benefits you got from this story? Do not
mention information that is stated in the text [Literal], as you need to make inferences as
described in the students’ forum guide.” [Distinguishing between literal and inference
levels] (T1, D5, SGF)
Teacher: “T noticed that some answers focused on literal information, not making an
inference; remember, inference focuses on information understood from the text that is not
directly stated in the text.” [Distinguishing between literal and inference levels] (T2, D7,
G4)

Teachers posted a few themes that helped students understand the differences between

literal and inferential strategies and how those strategies could be applied.

7.4.5 Explicit explanations of strategies
Analysis of the teachers’ posts in the instruction category shows that the teachers
posted six themes in the students’ forum guide (11% of all teaching themes) that explain some
comprehension strategies, including literal comprehension, drawing conclusions, identifying
the main idea, evaluation, and inferring word meaning. The following example presents how
teachers provide a direct explanation of distinguishing between main and sub-ideas of a text:
“This week you are required to identify the main idea and sub-ideas of the text. First, the main
idea is the important idea of the text and what the whole text is about. [Main idea
explanation] A sub-idea refers to supporting ideas that each paragraph contains, and you can
find sub-ideas by reading each paragraph.” [Sub-idea explanation] (T1, D3, SGF)

Teachers supported students’ understanding of the strategy by giving a direct and

explicit explanation of the comprehension strategy.
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7.4.6 Referring to other sources

The teachers posted only four themes (7% of total teaching themes) where they
encouraged the students to expand their knowledge by reading other sources related to the
text, including asking the students to read other books, articles and stories, or to borrow a
book from the school library. For example, a teacher posted, “There is a good story that | read
about this topic and if you would like to borrow it, then let me know.” (T2, D8, G3) Teachers’
themes regarding suggesting other sources to complement the students’ understanding of the

text were limited.

7.5 Summary of Teachers’ Involvement in AOD

This section aimed at answering the question: how do teachers facilitate students’
comprehension during AOD about a reading from a set text? Analyses of teachers’ posts
indicated that teachers were actively involved throughout the discussion. Their contributions
concentrated on direct instruction and encouraging students’ participation in discussions
rather than on the design and organisation of the online discussion. The results indicated that
teachers provided more support to the discussion that focused on inferential and evaluative
comprehension, than literal.

The first category of teachers’ involvement was “Design and Organisation”.
Teachers provided some support in terms of explaining the weekly tasks, focus of activities,
and provided brief statements on how students should participate, discuss and interact with
each other. However, the teachers’ design themes directed students mainly to answer the
questions instead of providing guidance and details on how to engage in the online discussion
with their peers.

“Discourse Facilitation” was the second category of teachers’ involvement in AOD.
Teachers facilitated the online discussion by encouraging students to participate and post

answers. In this discourse category, the teachers focused on thanking students for their
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participation in the discussion and posting answers, while encouragement themes on
interactions and responses among students were limited.

The third category of teachers’ involvement in AOD was “Direct Instruction”.
Teachers supported students’ understanding of inferential comprehension strategies more than
evaluative and literal comprehension strategies. Teachers supported students’ comprehension
in different ways, including: (a) initiating discussions by posting questions; (b) providing
some models and examples that could be followed by students; (c) supporting students’
understanding of strategies by giving direct and explicit explanations of each comprehension
strategy; (d) diagnosing and clarifying students’ misconceptions on the application of a
comprehension strategy (teachers applied this strategy rarely and only when necessary); and
(e) suggesting other sources to complement the students’ understanding of the text (again,
limited occurrences).

Although teachers participated actively in the online discussion, to some degree their
posts did not involve detailed information — with the exception of some posts on modelling
and explanation of the strategies and a few instances of feedback. In addition, teachers did not
provide detailed explanations and adequate practices on how students were to interact with

their peers, nor did they emphasise the most challenging comprehension strategy (evaluative).
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CHAPTER EIGHT

STUDENTS’ PERCEPTIONS OF BLENDING AOD WITH FTF CLASSES

This chapter presents the findings of student interviews, which were conducted to
further explore and understand the students’ perceptions about their experiences of using
AOD in reading classes. Semi-structured interviews were conducted to answer the sixth
research question: what are the students’ perceptions of the usefulness of using AOD on their
learning and reading comprehension? Sixteen of the 32 students who participated in the AOD
were randomly chosen for these interviews. Students were interviewed at the end of the 12
online discussions. The findings are organised based on the main categories of the interview
questions, plus those that emerged during the analysis.

Table 27 presents the main four categories and sub-categories that emerged from the
analysis. The first category focused on students’ perceptions of their participation in AOD
and its usefulness to their participation in FTF classes (perceived participation). The second
category examined students’ level of enjoyment in the AOD and what factors may have
contributed to their positive or negative experience (perceived enjoyment). The third category
presented students’ perceptions of the usefulness of AOD on their learning and reading
comprehension (perceived learning). The fourth category was about students’ perceptions of

difficulties faced during the discussion (perceived difficulties).
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Table 27

Main Categories and Sub-categories That Emerged From the Analysis of Students’
Interviews

Main categories Sub-categories
Perceived Participation (P)  (a) PO: perceived participation in AOD
(b) PF: perceived impact on students’ participation in FTF classes
(c) PU: students’ understanding of participation
(d) PFH: contributing factors for high participation
(E) PFL: contributing factors for low participation
Perceived Enjoyment (E) (a) EO: perceived overall enjoyment
(b) EF: perceived factors for enjoyment
(c) EFN: perceived factors for non-enjoyment
Perceived Learning (L) (@) LR: perceived usefulness of AOD on students’ reading
comprehension strategies
(b) LA: students’ approaches to learning about the text in AOD
(c) LF: factors that helped students to learn
(d) LC: students’ perceptions of changes in their learning
(e) LTR: students’ perceptions of teachers’ roles in their learning
Perceived Difficulties (D) (a) D: perceived difficulties faced during learning in AOD

8.1 Perceived Student Participation

The first category that emerged from student interviews focused on their perceptions
about their participation in online discussion. This category was further divided into five sub-
categories including: (a) students’ perceptions about their participation in the online
discussion; (b) perceived impact on students’ participation in FTF classes; (¢) how students
understood their participation in online discussion; (d) perceived factors that encouraged and
helped students to participate; and finally (e) perceived factors that hindered students’

participation in online discussion.

8.1.1 Student participation in online discussion
Most students perceived online discussion as a useful method to promote their
participation by giving them an opportunity to participate as much as they wanted. Eleven

students (69% of those interviewed) stated that online discussion encouraged them to
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participate. For example, one student said, “the online forum was useful and helped me to
participate in the discussion on the weekly topics” (Student 4 (S4), Group 1 (G1)). Another
student stated that the forum had provided an opportunity for him to actively post his answers
and opinions: “I participated every week in the discussions; this forum provided me with a
chance to post my answer and express my opinions; | think online discussion encouraged me
to participate more” (S8, G2). These perceptions were indicative of the effectiveness of online
discussion in promoting students’ participation by giving them the opportunity to post their

answers and opinions.

8.1.2 Perceived impact of online discussion on FTF participation

Another significant finding was that students felt their participation in FTF reading
classes improved as a result of their involvement in online discussions. Ten of the 16 students
who were interviewed (63%) perceived their participation increased in FTF classes after being
involved in online discussions. One student stated, “I learned many things from online
discussion; | participated in FTF reading classes more than before” (S30, G5). He further
explained the change in his participation and how it increased: “now, more than before, I
answer questions, I comment, and feel comfortable in asking questions in face-to-face class”
(S30, G5). Three students (19%) reported that their participation in other subjects has also
improved. For example, “I feel that in addition to reading | have participated more in other
subjects as well” (S19, G3). Overall, students’ views showed that participation in online
discussion had positive effects on FTF participation, enhancing their confidence to engage

more in FTF reading classes.

8.1.3 Students’ understanding of online discussion participation
Students had different understandings of how to participate in online discussions. Six
students (38%) thought participating in online discussions involved answering teachers’

questions only. For example, “I accessed the forum and I participated every week.
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[Researcher: How did you participate every week?] I answered the teachers’ questions on the
topics” (S23, G4). Ten students (63%) perceived participation as both answering the questions
and responding to their peers — “I answered teacher questions every week and replied to some
of my peers’ posts” (S25, G4) — with four of these ten students providing more detailed
explanation regarding how they replied to other students (e.g., “I answered the questions
every week about the readings, and | read my group comments, and | tried to reply to them;
sometimes I thanked them for their answer” (S21, G4)). This indicated that not all students
had the same understanding of how to participate in the online discussion. Some thought the
forum consisted only of answering the teachers’ weekly questions. However it is important to
note that most students viewed participation in the discussion not only as responding to the

teachers’ questions but also as interacting with their peers.

8.1.4 Perceived factors for increasing participation in online discussion
Students who perceived online discussion as useful for to their participation (11

students, 69%) reported four main factors that helped them to engage in the online forum:

a) Prior use of social online forums; seven of the 16 students (44%) had been previously
involved in social online discussion. For example, one student stated, “I think online
discussion was helpful for my participation... I’'m a member of two social discussion
forums in which some of my friends participate” (S10, G2).

b) Family support; four students (25%) mentioned that they received help and support
from their families, as was indicated by a student’s comment, “my family supported
and helped me to know how to participate in the discussion” (S25, G4).

¢) Encouragement from teachers and peers; ten students (63%) stated that they received
encouragement and support from teachers, and only five students (31%) stated that
they received support from the peers during online discussion. For example, one

student said, “I felt I wanted to post more messages and participate every week when |
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d)

received comments from teachers or others saying ‘good answer’, ‘excellent’ or
‘perfect’” (S10, G2).

Sufficient time for preparing responses; six students (38%) stated that the time frame
was sufficient and flexible to prepare their posts, as indicated by one student: “I was
not under any pressure because I had enough time to participate and prepare my posts”
(528, G5).

These results indicated that the previous experience, family support, encouragement

from teachers and peers, and the flexibility of online discussion contributed to enhance

students’ participation in the online discussion.

8.1.5 Factors for perceived low participation

Students who did not perceive online discussion as useful for their participation (five

students, 31%) outlined four primary factors:

a)

b)

Lack of experience in social networking; five students (31%) had no previous
experience with social online discussions. This is exemplified in the statement: “This
is the first time that | used an online forum; I did not want to participate in the weekly
discussions, it was difficult task” (523, G4).

Irresponsiveness to students’ posts; five students (31%) stated that their posts received
no comments at all. For example, one student said, “I felt disappointed when I did not
receive any reply to my posts; | thought my answer was incorrect so no-one paid
attention to it, after that I did not want to post any messages any more” (S15, G3).
Difficulty in understanding instructions for participation in online forum (e.g.,
accessing the forum); five students (31%) stated that they did not understand the
teachers’ instructions on how to access and participate in the online discussion forum.
For instance, one student clearly stated, “I did not know how to participate in the

online discussion forum” (S1, G1). Another student indicated that the instructions on
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d)

the number and length of posts were not clear to him: “For me, I did not know how
much to write, and how long, and when to post them ” (S15, G3).

Negative attitude toward the reading subject; four students (25%) expressed their
dislike of the assigned text and reading subject. In this regard, one student stated,
“Some weeks I did not want to participate as I did not like the reading subject” (S6,
G1).

Non-graded participation; the five students who did not perceive online discussion as
useful for their participation and another four students (total, 9 students, 56%)
suggested that their online discussions should have been graded to encourage students’
participation. For example, “I think teachers should mark students’ participation in the
online discussion; I think marks will make students participate even more” (512, G2).

These results suggested that the students’ lack of prior experience in social

networking; lack of responses from their teachers and peers, an understanding of how to

participate, and negative attitudes towards the reading subject had a negative influence on

students’ perceptions of their overall participation in the discussion.

8.2 Perceived Enjoyment

The second main category that emerged from interviews with students was perceived

enjoyment of their participation in online discussion. Within this category, three sub-

categories emerged, including, (a) overall perceptions of enjoyment, in which students were

asked whether they enjoyed participating in online discussion or not; (b) perceived factors

that contributed to students’ enjoyment of this experience; (c) negative factors for students’

lack of enjoyment of the online discussion.

182



Online Discussion and Comprehension

8.2.1 Overall perception of enjoyment

The majority of students who participated in the interviews enjoyed using online
discussion as part of their reading classes, with 10 of the 16 students (63%) stating they
enjoyed the experience. For example, one student said, “I enjoyed using the Internet and
online discussion in reading classes” (S32, G5). However, six students (38%) did not enjoy
online discussion. One student indicated, “I did not find it enjoyable; it was not easy for me to
participate and discuss” (S1, G1). These results showed that the online discussion experience

was enjoyable and interesting for most students.

8.2.2 Factors for enjoyment

Students who enjoyed using online discussion mentioned several reasons for this
including: (a) enjoyment of using computers and the Internet (seven students, 44% of all
interviewed students), for example, “[The] Internet is an important part of my life, I like using
the Internet, and for me this experience was enjoyable” (S10, G2); (b) enjoyment of teamwork
(five students, 31%), for example, “It was very interesting and exciting to work with my
friends and share ideas” (S17, G3); and (c) enjoyment from reading others students’ posts
(four students, 25%) stated this as the main source for their enjoyment), as the following
statement shows, “Some weeks, I went home and I spent one or two hours reading others’
posts; I enjoyed reading my peers’ messages” (525, G4). These results suggested that
students’ enjoyment of online discussion derived from the pleasure of using computers and

the Internet, being part of a team and reading posts from their peers.

8.2.3 Factors for non-enjoyment

The six students (38%) who did not enjoy using online discussion stated three main
factors for this: (a) four students (25% of total students interviewed) did not like the subject,
for example, “I did not like the online discussion; I'm not interested in reading classes, and

they were boring” (515, G3); (b) five students (31%) did not receive replies to their posts, for
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instance, “For me, online discussion was difficult; I did not enjoy that class and sometimes |
did not receive any comment on my post — I was disappointed” (S6, G1); and (c) four students
(25%) found some of the questions difficult, for example, “I did not enjoy the online
discussion, some questions were difficult to answer” (S23, G4). These results indicate that the
main factors that played a role in students’ lack of enjoyment in online discussion were a
negative attitude towards the subject, lack of responses to their posts, and the degree of

difficulty.

8.3 Perceived Learning

The third main category that emerged from student interviews focused on students’
perceptions of the usefulness of online discussion in their learning and comprehension. This
theme was divided into five sub-categories: (a) perceived usefulness of online discussion on
students’ reading comprehension; (b) learning approaches applied by students during online
discussion; (c) perceived factors that assisted students’ learning; (d) students’ perceptions of
changes in their learning after participating in online discussion; and (e) students’ perceptions

of teacher roles and supports to their learning and participation.

8.3.1 Perceived usefulness of reading comprehension

Most students (12, 75%) found online discussion useful to their learning and reading
comprehension. For example, one student stated, “I think it was useful for my learning; it
helped me understand the text and the topic” (528, G5). Students perceived online discussion
as useful in their reading classes for answering the teachers’ questions. For example, one
student mentioned, “The online discussions about the topics were useful to me; I understood
the text, and it assisted me to answer the teachers’ questions about the topics” (S3, G1).

Online discussions helped students to grasp reading comprehension strategies such as

making inferences from the text or identifying the author’s purpose in writing the topic.
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Specifically, seven students (44%) stated that they learned about inferring main ideas, sub-
ideas, and drawing conclusions through their participation in online discussion. For example,
one of them stated, “Now I know how to find the main idea and sub-ideas from the text, and
how to make inferences; before participating in the online discussion, this was difficult for
me, but now I know how to find them” (S30, G5). Furthermore, four students (25%) stated
that they learned about evaluative strategies, such as identifying the author’s purpose in
writing the text and identifying supporting evidence. For instance, “I learned about how to
find the author’s purpose in writing the text, and supporting evidence; initially, it was more
difficult to understand, but reading other posts, it helped me how to learn how to find them”
(S8, G2). Overall, these results indicated that students felt their participation in online
discussion assisted them, particularly in understanding how to apply reading comprehension

strategies so as to have a better understanding of the texts.

8.3.2 Approaches to learning

Through the online discussion, students applied various approaches to learning and
were asked about these in the interviews. Fourteen students (88%) reported that they read the
weekly questions, read other students’ answers, read the text more than once, and then
answered the teachers’ questions. For example, one student said, “I accessed the discussion
forum from home, and I started by reading the teacher’ questions; sometimes, I read other
students’ posts to see if they had answered the questions; | read the text a few more times, and
I finally answered the question” (S19, G3).

Ten of those 14 students (63%) said that they accessed the discussions several times to
see if their teachers had posted comments on their answers. One student stated, “After posting
my answer to the question, | waited for a while, and then checked whether the teacher had
commented on it” (S17, G3). In contrast, six students (38%) were mainly concerned with

receiving comments from their peers on their posts. One student stated, “I checked if some of
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my friends from my group have replied to my weekly posts” (521, G4). In this regard, five
students (31%) reported to have posted replies to their peers. For example, “I answered the
teacher question, read others’ answers and replied to them” (S30, G5).

These results showed that most students were keen to read their peers’ answers. It is
important to point out that they were particularly interested in receiving comments from the
teachers and peers. Some students were more active in the discussion and they took an interest

in replying to their peers.

8.3.3 Perceived factors that helped students learn

Students who perceived online discussion to be useful to their learning named seven
factors that assisted them, including: (a) flexibility of online discussion; (b) the ability to
participate and voice their opinion; (c) being able to ask questions online at any time; (d)
being able to read other students’ answers; (e) reading the teacher’s explanations and
examples; () reading the text several times; and (g) receiving feedback on their posts.

The majority of students (12 students, 75%) reported that time flexibility of online
discussions helped them to learn, allowing them to read more at their own pace and think
carefully about their answers. Additionally, students reported that they had more time to
prepare their answers and to edit their posts. For example, one student stated, “I had enough
time to read the text, read students’ answers, and | could think more about my answer; | did
not have to provide immediate answers as in face-to-face classes” (512, G2). Seven students
(44%) also reported that they could express their opinion without the restrictions that may be
found in traditional classrooms. One student elaborated, “I could post messages and answer at
my own pace, unlike face-to-face classes, in which the number of students is more than 20
and participation time is limited” (S19, G3). Another student stated, “In the forum, I could

express my opinions and say what I want freely” (S30, G5).
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Another contributing factor for facilitating students’ learning through online
discussion was being able to post questions and comments at any time. In so doing, students’
questions were open not only to teachers but also to other group members as well. One
student said, “It was helpful to me, when I had something that I could not understand I posted
my questions to the forum” (S17, G3).

The majority of students (13, 81%) reported having benefited from reading other
posts, providing them the opportunity to enhance their understanding of the topics. One
student explained, “I learnt from reading my friends’ answers; it was useful to me to see
various answers to one question, and sometimes, I referred back to other students’ answers for
the same questions; this helped me to have a better understanding of the readings” (S4, G1).
In the interviews, students often pointed out how beneficial it was for them to share ideas and
information on the topic. For example, one student said, “In the discussion, students came up
with various ideas and information on the topics, which helped me to understand them better”
(510, G2).

Teachers’ explanations, modelling and examples, according to 10 students (63%),
were major factors in facilitating their reading comprehension. For instance, one student
mentioned, “I read the teachers’ examples and explanations; I found them helpful for my
learning” (S10, G2). In contrast, three students (19%) indicated that the examples were not
clear or helpful: “I found some examples difficult to understand, especially the evaluative
[comprehension] level examples” (523, G4).

Reading the text several times enhanced the students’ ability to answer the questions
and, in turn, increased their comprehension capacity. For example, one student explained, “I
read the text more than once to answer the questions about the text” (S28, G5). Another

student added, “Sometimes, to answer the questions, I read the text three times” (519, G3).
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Peer feedback was not always perceived as helpful by students’ learning, with only
four students (25%) finding it beneficial to their learning. For instance, one participant who
saw AOD as beneficial said, “Some feedback from my peers helped me to understand the
topic and answer the questions” (54, G1).

These findings showed that the most relevant factors of online discussion that
contributed to students’ learning were a flexible time to participate, think and prepare their
answers, and, moreover, students were given a chance to express their opinions without
restrictions and ask questions when they deemed necessary. This form of learning expanded
students’ opportunities in terms of time, space of learning and participation level.
Furthermore, most students agreed that the teachers’ examples, models and explanations
supported their comprehension. Posts and answers from peers were viewed by some students
as beneficial to learning. This form of learning encouraged students’ motivation to re-read the
text several times in order to provide accurate answers. Although students perceived reading
peers’ contributions useful for their learning, peer feedback, however, was not considered

helpful by most students.

8.3.4 Perceived changes in learning

Students reported some changes in their learning after the introduction of online
discussion, including: (a) attitudinal change towards reading classes; (b) increased studying at
home and use of the Internet; and (c) learning through group discussion.

As a result of online discussion participation, some students’ attitudes towards the
reading subject changed. Four students (25%) reported a dislike of reading classes before the
discussion but their interest increased after their involvement in discussing texts online. For
example, one student indicated, “reading classes were boring to me and I was not interested in
participating in them, but with the online discussion I become more interested” (S21, G4).

Changes were also experienced by the six students (38%) who reported that after using online
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discussion, they would read the texts several times to find the best answers to the teachers’
questions. For example, one student reported, “I went home and read the texts several times to
answer the questions; before | did not read more than once and sometimes | [only] read
[them] at school” (525, G4).

Other students also reported more learning at home after their participation in online
discussion. In total, eight students (50%) mentioned they spent more time learning at home as
a result of using the Internet and online discussion. One student stated, “Nowadays, I use the
Internet for studying and learning more than before, and spend more time reading the text”
(519, G3). Similarly, another student indicated, “Now, I use the Internet for learning, while
before I used it for games, chatting and YouTube” (S30, G5).

Fourteen students (88%) perceived online group discussion as a new experience and
12 (75%) found the online group discussion method useful for learning. A student said,
“online group discussion is a new method; I had not used it before for learning” (S19, G3).

These findings illustrate that students reported some changes in their learning after
participating in online discussion. Some students reported their attitudes toward the reading
subject changed positively. Students spent more time learning at home, incorporated the
Internet and the innovative online group discussion learning approach as valuable resources

for their learning.

8.3.5 Perceived teacher roles

Overall, students thought teachers were helpful in encouraging them to answer
questions and to participate in the discussions. Ten students (63%) reported that the teachers
encouraged them to participate in the discussion and answer the weekly questions. A student
stated, “The teacher encouraged us to post messages through the forum; I was keen to post
every week” (S17, G3). Although most students found the teachers’ modelling and

explanation of strategies helpful to their understanding, six students (38%) considered they
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needed more examples and practice to better understand these strategies. For example, one
student indicated, “I think the teacher’s examples were useful but there were not enough;
some strategies were difficult to learn” (S28, G5).

Despite the fact that students perceived the teachers’ online presence as vital in
various ways, six students (38%) pointed out that feedback was not expeditious. One student
stated, “I thanked the teachers for their help, but I think they should [interact] more often, not
only asking questions and providing feedback at the end of the week” (S1, G1).

Students perceived teachers’ FTF instructions, encouragement and support favorably
as it motivated their participation in online discussion. FTF instruction remained a pivotal
factor in supporting online discussion. One student stated, “Sometimes the teacher provided
instructions and encouragement during the normal classes; it helped me a lot to discuss
online” (510, G2).

Despite the perceived slow provision of feedback from teachers, students perceived
teachers’ roles as useful in supporting and guiding their learning and discussion, specifically,

modelling, direct explanation and support during normal classes.

8.4 Perceived Difficulties of Online Discussion

Students perceived some difficulties during online discussions including: (a) not
having a clear understanding of how to discuss with others; (b) not receiving immediate
responses, or at all; (c) online discussion being time consuming; and (d) a feeling of isolation
from others.

Most students perceived the dynamics of online group discussion as difficult. Ten
students (63%) reported that learning through group discussions were difficult for them and
that they did not know how to effectively interact in these discussion activities. One student

remarked, “I liked to participate in the discussion, but knowing how to discuss was difficult, I
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mean, I know how to answer but how to comment or discuss others’ answers was not clear to
me” (S25, G4).

A delayed, or lack of, response from teachers and peers was a major issue. Five
students (31%) reported that occasionally they had no responses to their messages. One
student claimed, “One thing that I did not like about online discussion was that sometimes |
was not sure if my answer was correct or not because nobody replied, I felt disappointed”
(S23, G4).

Another difficulty reported by nine students (56%) was the study workload. They
stated that, at times, they could not complete the tasks due to the lack of time as they also had
other school commitments, and as time progressed, the discussion become more demanding.
For instance, “This experience is good but it was difficult to read all messages posted by
students and teachers and to find answers in addition to other subjects’ homework™” (S10, G2).

Another problem with online discussions was students’ feeling of isolation. Seven
students (44%) reported they felt isolated from their peers when they did not receive prompt
responses. One student expressed this in the following terms, “Some weeks, | felt no-one had
read my message, so | had no response and | felt on my own; | prefer face-to-face classes
because I can see others, talk to them and receive immediate responses” (S15, G3).

These results suggest that online group discussion posed some challenges to the
students. According to some students, this was attributed to their lack of exposure to this
method of learning. In cases where isolation was reported, the main cause was a lack of

response from peers and teachers.

8.5 Summary of Students’ Perceptions of Using AOD in Reading Classes

This section aimed to answer the question: what are the students’ perceptions of the
usefulness of using AOD on their learning and reading comprehension? The major results of

students’ perceptions are summarised in the following points.
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Participation: (a) Most students perceived online discussions as useful for their
participation in both the online forum and FTF reading classes. (b) Most students understood
participation as responding to the teachers’ questions and interacting with others but only a
few knew how to interact. (c) Contributing factors to high participation were previous
experience, family support, encouragement from teachers and peers, and the flexibility of
time. (d) The main factors for low participation were lack of prior experience in social
networking, lack of responses from teachers and peers, a lack of understanding how to
participate in online discussion, and negative attitudes towards the reading subject.

Perceived enjoyment: (a) Most students enjoyed AOD. (b) Factors for enjoyment
included pleasure in using the Internet, team work and reading others’ posts. (c) Factors for
lack of enjoyment included a negative attitude toward reading subjects, lack of responses to
posts and difficulty of teachers’ questions.

Perceived learning: (a) Students felt that participation in online discussion assisted
them in understating how to apply comprehension strategies and understanding of the text.
(b) Students were keen to read their peers’ answers and were interested in receiving
comments and replying to others’ posts. (c) Factors that helped learning were the flexibility of
online discussion, opportunity for participation, being able to ask questions at any time, being
able to read others’ answers, reading teachers’ examples, reading the text several times and
receiving feedback. (d) Students perceived some changes in their learning, including attitudes
toward reading subjects, increased studying at home and use of the Internet, and learning
through online group discussion. (e) Students perceived teacher roles as useful and supportive
for their learning, however there was minimal provision of feedback.

Perceived difficulties: Students faced some difficulties during learning in online

discussion including: (a) having no clear understanding of how to discuss with others; (b) not

192



Online Discussion and Comprehension

receiving immediate responses or at all; (c) the process being time consuming; and (d) a

feeling of isolation from others.
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CHAPTER NINE

TEACHERS’ PERCEPTIONS OF USING AOD IN TEACHING ARABIC READING

Two teachers participated in this study: one taught the Arabic language (T1) and the
other (T2) was the instructor of computer studies at the same secondary school. Both teachers
participated as instructors and moderators of the 12 online discussions. The results of
interviews with both teachers are presented in this section and structured according to the
categories covered in the interview questions and those that emerged from the interviews
themselves. These categories included: (a) teachers’ prior experiences in using online
discussion; (b) using online group discussion as a teaching method; (c) online discussion and
reading comprehension strategies; (d) teachers’ roles; (e) challenges to teachers; and

(f) teachers’ suggestions for improving online discussion.

9.1 Teachers’ Prior Experience in Using Online Discussion

Both teachers had prior experience participating in social online discussions.
However, they had not used online discussion for teaching and learning purposes. The Arabic
language teacher stated, “I had experience with some social online discussion forums and
moderated a section in a social forum but it was an informal discussion” (Arabic teacher,
(T1)). The IT teacher mentioned having more experience with online discussions, but not in
an educational setting:

“I’'m a member of some forums, which focus specially on computers and technology, and of
informal discussion once, but | had not been involved in online discussion forums for

teaching; I thought it would be difficult to implement them in high school.” (IT teacher (T2))
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9.2 Using Online Discussion as a Teaching Method

Both teachers considered online discussion a useful tool for teaching at the secondary
school level. Perceived benefits included: (a) increased student participation; (b) providing
new assessment methods of learning; (c) providing students with group learning experiences;
and (d) teacher exposure to technology-based pedagogies.

Relating to an increased level of student participation, the Arabic language teacher
reported that, in FTF classes prior to the introduction of online discussion, some students
were often shy and avoided participation; however in the AOD these students became active.

“I think this was a useful method, which motivated students to participate more and more and
gave them the opportunity to voice their opinions. | noticed that some students who did not
participate in the classroom and were shy, in the online forums they posted messages and
answers about the topics. I was happy to see that.” (T1)

The same teacher noticed that some students in FTF reading classes asked more
questions than they did as a result of participating in online discussion: “I noticed that now
some students asked more questions in the face-to-face classes than they did before” (T1).
The IT teacher pointed out that online discussion gave students more time to participate and
answer; he added, “Online discussion was a helpful method in which all students are
encouraged to participate, and they have enough time to think about their answers and edit,
and expand their learning time past school hours” (T2).

Both teachers agreed that the application of online discussion helped to promote
students’ participation by solving some FTF limitations such as short class time (45 minutes)
and large number of students in each class. The Arabic teacher stated that “time in face-to-
face classes is limited with 45 minutes for each class and there is large number of students

(e.g., 20 students) which limits the opportunity for all students to participate.... these
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problems could be solved by using online discussion; students have more time to participate
and answer the questions (T1).

The second finding concerning the perceived benefits of using online discussion in
reading classes was that it provided teachers with new methods to assess students’ learning
and participation in the reading subject. The Arabic language teacher stated, “As a teacher,
from the ongoing discussion I could understand what students’ needs were, or know whether
they understood the topic or not” (T1).

The third advantage was that online discussions provided the teachers with a great
opportunity to introduce group work, a practice that often difficult to be adopted in traditional
classes because of time constraints. The IT teacher said, “I think it was a good opportunity for
teachers to promote group work with students; this cannot always be implemented in the
classroom as there is not enough time” (T2). The Arabic language teacher reported that this
method allowed him more time to ask more questions about the readings and to give students
more activities and exercises so as to enhance their comprehension of the text. “In the
classroom, it was difficult to ask many questions and do different activities” (T1).

Teachers perceived that their involvement in the design and moderation of the AOD
enabled them to learn more about the use of technology in teaching. The Arabic language
teacher stated, “It was a good experience to be involved in this forum, it helped me learn more
about how to use technology for contemporary teaching” (T1). The IT teacher stated, “I think
online teaching is an important approach, considering students’ widespread use of technology,
particularly of the Internet” (T2).

Overall, the teachers viewed the use of online discussion for teaching and learning as
useful. Teachers indicated that online discussion triggered students’ participation, both in the

online forum and FTF classes. In terms of their participation as designers and moderators of
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the forum, the experience provided them with an insight into the benefits of using technology

for teaching purposes.

9.3 Online Discussion and Reading Comprehension Strategies

Both teachers reported that using online discussion was useful to students’
comprehension. The Arabic language teacher stated, “I think students benefited from online
discussion in reading classes” (T1). This, according to the teachers, was reflected in the type
of questions students asked in the classroom. The Arabic language teacher indicated, “Some
of the questions asked by students in face-to-face classes were related to the application of
comprehension strategies — that is, how to find main ideas and how to find supporting
evidence within the text — while prior to their online participation, students’ questions focused
on literal information” (T1).

Teachers reported that online discussion gave students an opportunity to learn from
each other’s understanding of the topics. The Arabic language teacher said, “I think online
discussion gave students a good chance to learn from others’ answers” (T1), also reporting
that online discussion encouraged students to read the text several times in order to answer the
questions: “T asked some students, ‘Did you read the text this week at home?” Some students
mentioned that they read it several times before answering the questions™ (T1).

The IT teacher reported that he observed some students supporting and encouraging
others, which means students were active, not passive: “I read some posts in which some
students thanked others for their answers, answered their questions. They were active in
helping their friends” (T2).

According to the teachers, the students’ greater emphasis on learning about
comprehension strategies was the most beneficial aspect of the online discussion. Teachers
attributed this partly to the fact that various examples of comprehension strategy were

provided. This positive result was evident in the many answers to strategy-related questions.
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One teacher explained, “Students spent much time reading about the strategies and were able
to find various examples for answering the questions on these strategies; this helped them to
understand more and more” (T1).

In sum, the teachers’ views regarding the benefits of online discussion were positive,
particularly in that it enabled students’ learning about comprehension strategies, both through

the provision of examples and also with support from their peers.

9.4 Teachers’ Roles

Teachers perceived their roles in the discussion as: (a) starting online discussions by
asking questions about the topics; (b) encouraging students to post and participate; (c)
providing students with feedback; and (d) providing examples on how to answer questions.
These roles were summarised in the words of the Arabic language teacher:

“My role in these discussions were to post one or two questions on the topics. I also tried to

encourage students to post more messages, and provide them feedback on their answers. |

mainly focused on encouraging them to post messages and provided models for answering
questions correctly. When faced with technical problems | asked [the IT teacher] for help.”

(T1)

The IT teacher described his role as “providing feedback, encouraging students to
participate and giving technical support” (T2). Teachers reported that they accessed the forum
several times a week and they tried to post messages to each group.

“In my case, I accessed the discussion at least three times per week; some weeks I accessed

five times. It was exciting to see how students were doing in the forum. In fact I did not read

all messages and answers. In my posts | encouraged them and provided some feedback at the
end of the discussions.” (T1)

The Arabic teacher indicated that he experienced some changes in his role, such as the

teaching approach in reading classes. He described that in normal FTF classes, he started by
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activating students’ prior background and knowledge about the topic, and then asking
students to read the text in silence; after that he read aloud and asked some students to read
aloud and explained some comprehension strategies; at the end of the class, the teacher gave
students an opportunity to ask some questions about the vocabulary, text ideas and the lessons
and he also provided feedback on students’ answers. In the online discussion, the teacher felt
that his role was not only giving information, leading class activities and asking question but
also encouraging students to participate in the discussion.

These results indicated that teachers saw their roles as participation promoters,
discussion leaders and reading comprehension supporters. However, it is worth mentioning

that peer-to-peer interaction during the discussion received limited attention from teachers.

9.5 Perceived Challenges

Teachers faced some difficulties and challenges in leading and moderating the online
discussions. The first challenge was their lack of experience in using this type of technology
for the teaching. The Arabic language teacher stated, “I actually found it very difficult to
prepare and manage a discussion like this; I found it very different from face-to-face classes,
it needs more preparation, I did not study any course about it” (T1). Similarly, the IT teacher
stated, “Teaching through this mode of learning is new to me; it was difficult to assist the
Arabic teacher in moderating the students’ discussion” (T2).

The second difficulty perceived by the teachers was that teaching and moderating
online group discussion constituted a heavy workload and was time consuming. The
following statement clearly explains teachers’ views regarding the difficulties posed by this
method of teaching: “I found it was a heavy load to follow the students’ discussion; it
required much preparation and reading many messages per week; | tried my best, but in fact |

could not read all messages, sometimes | provided general feedback and encouragement”
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(T1). The Arabic teacher mentioned that he felt the support and instructions were not adequate
to help students’ learning, because of a heavy workload and limited time for discussion.

The third challenge reported by teachers was that some levels of reading
comprehension were difficult for students to master and students needed more time and
practice. Due to time constraints, it was difficult for teachers to address these issues. In this
regard, the Arabic language teacher said, “I know that students found some comprehension
levels challenging, for example, the evaluation level, as the time was not enough to provide
students with sufficient activities” (T1).

The fourth difficulty was that online group discussion was new to students and had not
been previously implemented by these teachers. This difficulty is elaborated in the following
statement from the Arabic language teacher:

“In my case, I had not used online group discussion in my teaching. I think it was not easy for

me to apply or manage it, and the real problem is that in my class students had not learnt

through online group discussion before.” (T1)

The Arabic Teacher pointed out that the main teaching and learning styles influenced
how students participated in online discussions. As the Arabic teacher stated students tend to
replicate how they learn in FTF classes in online discussion activities. The teacher further
described the opportunities to apply group discussion methods in FTF classes were limited.
The teacher stated that students did not have enough time to participate due to the large
number of students in the class and short time. He added also the typical FTF teaching styles
focused and centered on teachers in that they prepare the lessons, start and manage the
reading classes, ask questions, and evaluate and assess the students’ answers, as well as
focusing on literal comprehension more than other levels. The Arabic teacher described that
in the learning activities in FTF classes students’ roles were to passively receive information
by listening to a teacher, ask few questions, had limited time to discuss with others, and

answer the teacher’s questions.
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The results suggested that the challenges experienced by teachers during this
experiment were due to a combination of factors, including lack of prior experience, the
intrinsic workload of this approach to teaching, limited time for teaching comprehension

strategies adequately and students’ unfamiliarity with online group discussion.

9.6 Teachers’ Suggestions

For the successful application of online discussion teachers made the following
suggestions. The Arabic teacher suggested providing adequate training on how to apply
online discussion in teaching, saying, “I have some suggestions to make this experience
effective; I think teachers should have training” (T1). Both teachers agreed that it is important
to train teachers on how to design and manage online group discussion, with the IT teacher
adding, “I think the training should involve how to design, organise and manage online
discussion and collaboration learning” (T2).

Furthermore, both teachers recommended that students should attend training on using
online discussion for learning. The Arabic language teacher expressed this in the following
words, “Training should be given to students. [Researcher: What should this training
involve?] For example, | suggest training on how to use online discussion and most
importantly on how to discuss with others” (T1). The Arabic teacher also suggested that it
could be better to provide more opportunities to apply group discussion in FTF classes before
asking students to participate in online learning as, in his opinion, students replicate online
what they experience in FTF classes.

The teachers also suggested that beneficial online discussion for teaching and learning
requires participation of more than two teachers. The Arabic language teacher said, “I think
more than two teachers should be involved in moderating online discussion effectively” (T1).

Both teachers agreed that in order to maximise the benefits of online discussion, the

201



Online Discussion and Comprehension

moderators’ commitments to other subjects should be reduced. The IT teacher stated,
“Teacher’s load must be minimised” (T2).

The teachers suggested that online discussion should not be restricted in terms of
subjects and time. On the contrary, it should be open for more subjects and implemented all
year round. The Arabic language teacher said, “I think it will be more effective if online
discussion is applied during the year, and with more subjects” (T1).

Both teachers suggested that there are additional ways to improve the students’
participation and learning with online discussion, for example, allowing students to select
topics. To this effect, the Arabic language stated, “I also think it can be effective if we let
students choose their reading topics” (T1). In addition, both teachers believed that students
should take more responsibility for their learning and participation in the AOD, for instance,
initiating the discussion through questions: “Students should take more responsibility by
asking questions about the topic instead of teacher-initiated discussion” (T2).

Lastly, the teachers suggested that a literal level of comprehension should be excluded
from the online discussion, as it did not challenge students’ understanding. This was reflected
in the Arabic teacher’s comment: “I suggest to not include literal strategies because these are
easy to understand” (T1). Both teachers believed that it is more effective to concentrate on
one level of comprehension at a time rather than all three. The IT teacher stated, “In my
opinion focusing on one level of comprehension at a time can be more effective than studying

three levels of comprehension together” (T2).

9.7 Summary of Teacher Interviews

This section aimed to answer the question: what are the teachers’ perceptions of the
usefulness of using AOD on teaching and learning in reading classes? The major results of

teachers’ perceptions are summarised in the following points.
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Teachers’ prior experience: Teachers had experience in participating in informal and
social online discussions. However, they had not applied these for teaching.

Perceived advantages: Teachers perceived some advantages in applying online
discussion in teaching reading, including: increasing students’ participation; providing an
opportunity to apply group discussion as a teaching method and for assessment; using
technology in teaching; and supporting students’ comprehension and understanding of
applying comprehension strategies.

Perceived teacher roles: Teachers perceived their roles as asking questions about the
topics, encouraging students to post and participate, providing students with feedback, and
providing examples on how to answer questions.

Perceived challenges: The main challenges teachers faced were a lack of prior
experience in the field, the heavy workload of this approach to teaching, limited time for
teaching comprehension strategies adequately and students’ unfamiliarity with online group
discussion.

Suggestions: The teachers made some suggestions, including: providing adequate
training for teachers in how to moderate online discussion and for students on how to use
online discussion; increasing the number of moderators; applying online discussion to other
subjects; giving students more responsibility in choosing the topics and managing the

discussion; and excluding the literal level of comprehension.

203



Online Discussion and Comprehension

CHAPTER TEN

DISCUSSION
10.1 Introduction

This chapter discusses and interprets the major findings presented in the results
chapters in light of the previous studies covered in the literature chapter. As discussed in the
introduction, this study is designed to explore how blending AOD instruction (small group
discussion) with FTF reading classes impacts students’ comprehension achievement and
contributes to the current practice of teaching Arabic reading comprehension in a Saudi
Arabian secondary school. The AOD activities in this study were implemented and examined
in order to investigate students’ learning processes, participation and interaction patterns in
AOD. Overall, the main aim of this study was to explore how giving students the opportunity
to discuss and interact online with peers in small groups about the text and comprehension
strategies contributed to their learning in reading classes.

The results when comparing between groups showed that blending AOD with FTF did
not produce a significant improvement in students’ Arabic reading comprehension
achievement when compared with FTF learning. Therefore in this particular case, a
conclusion cannot be made as to whether BL is more beneficial than FTF alone since the
difference between the two groups is too small to be statistically significant at a 95% level of

confidence.

However, the results of the comparison within groups revealed that students who
participated in the FTF group demonstrated a significant improvement from pre-test to post-
test scores in their overall and literal comprehension. In contrast, the students who
participated in BL demonstrated significant improvement from pre-test to post-test in overall,
literal, inferential and evaluative comprehension scores. These results will be discussed in this

chapter.
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The results generated from the analysis of students’ AOD and interviews showed that
blending AOD instructions with FTF classes benefited students’ reading comprehension,
participation and learning processes in various ways, including supporting students’
application of comprehension strategies and skills, increasing participation rates and
promoting some active types of interaction in reading classes. Furthermore, the results of this
study showed the most important factors that encourage students to engage in online
discussion about reading comprehension in this particular context and highlighted the changes
in teaching and learning approaches and roles that students and teachers experienced and
perceived during their involvement in AOD. In addition, the findings of this study revealed
the importance of teacher roles in scaffolding the learning processes, and the major challenges
that were faced by teachers and students in the implementation of AOD. The insights gained
from these complementary perspectives and findings would help to inform designers and
instructors to design effective teaching and learning instruction applying AOD to support FTF
learning and to improve the current practice of teaching reading comprehension.

The previous salient findings will be discussed in this chapter in light of the research
questions. This discussion will be organised as follows: (a) the effect of blending AOD with
FTF classes on the reading comprehension achievement of first year of secondary school
students (between- and within-groups comparison); (b) the potential of AOD design on
supporting students’ participation; (C) the types of student interaction in AOD and possible
contributions to reading comprehension and learning processes; and (d) the students’ and
teachers’ overall perceived usefulness of the AOD to the current practice of learning and
teaching of reading, the perceived encouraging and contributing factors that helped students’
participation and learning, and the perceived challenges that students and teachers faced

during online discussion activities.
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10.2 The Effect of BL on Students’ Reading Comprehension Achievement

The first and second research questions of the study focused on the effect of blending
AOD with FTF reading classes as well as on the effect of each learning method on the reading
comprehension achievement of first year secondary school students. The results of the
comprehension tests used in this research showed that although the BL group adjusted post-
scores means were higher than the FTF groups, there was no significant difference between
both groups in their comprehension post-test scores of literal, inferential, evaluative and
overall comprehension. These results imply that blending AOD with FTF learning was not
more effective than FTF learning for gaining significant improvement in students’ reading
comprehension achievement. As stated above, although there was no significant difference
between the groups, the comparison within groups showed that students in the BL group
improved significantly from pre- to post-test across all comprehension levels while the FTF
group improved only in overall and literal comprehension. Data generated from discussion
analysis and interviews showed that teaching and learning instructions used in AOD bring
about some benefits for students’ comprehension and learning.

In the following paragraphs the discussion will focus on, first, comparing the study
results with previous studies in terms of the insignificant effect of BL on students’
comprehension compared with FTF alone; second, the possible factors and explanations for
the insignificant effect between groups; third, the effects of each learning method (within-
groups comparison) on students’ comprehension; and finally, other aspects that demonstrate
how the teaching and learning instruction used in AOD supported students’ learning about

comprehension strategies.

10.2.1 Comparison of the study results with previous studies
Due to the lack of the prior research investigating the effect of blending AOD with

FTF learning on Arabic reading comprehension at secondary school level in a Saudi
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education context, a comparison is conducted with other related studies that have been done
in different contexts (e.g., in English-speaking countries). The results of the current research
support some previous studies conducted in different contexts that established no significant
differences between online discussion or BL versus FTF learning. For example, Zhang et al.
(2007) found that there was no significant difference in achievement tests that related to
language skills of reading, grammar or vocabulary between students in BL (regular classroom
and online group discussion about the topic) and those who participated in traditional
classroom only. The results of this research are in line with Cook’s (2008) study that found
that the use of online group discussion after FTF classes does not result in a significant
change in critical thinking over time. Although these studies were conducted in different
contexts and applied various designs and methods of instruction, they imply that the
application of online discussion that complements traditional FTF classes does not necessarily
provide a significant change in students’ learning and achievement. Yu’s (2009) study also
found that blending online group discussion with whole group FTF discussion did not result
in any quantitatively measured improvements on students’ academic achievement as the FTF
group outscored the BL group. The overall teaching instruction in the studies discussed above
were similar to the instruction applied in this study, that is, using group discussions about
reading or a story and giving students the opportunity to discuss with others, comment and
participate. However, the levels of teacher involvement and support were different across
studies.

Encouragingly, there is some previous research showing a positive impact of blending
online group discussion with FTF instruction. For example, Jewell’s (2005) study showed that
the use of an online group discussion board as a supplement to classroom reading instruction
increased students’ reading abilities as measured by reading quiz pass rates. Similarly, another

study conducted in Taiwan with EFL English students at college level in an experiment for 12
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weeks duration showed that incorporating synchronous and asynchronous discussion into
regular class instruction improved reading comprehension post-test scores more than
traditional methods alone (Hsieh, 2009).

In terms of critical thinking, the results of the current study differ from some previous
research that focused on the effects of using online group discussion to support FTF
instruction on critical reading. For example, Zhang et al. (2007) found that the blending of
online discussion with FTF learning supports students’ critical thinking compared with FTF
learning alone. However, comparing results from this study with previous research should be
done with caution as the contexts of previous studies and definitions of critical thinking are
different. For example, in other studies the indicators of critical thinking included
justification, critical assessment and linking ideas, while the intent of the current study was
not to assess critical thinking, but applied a model of reading comprehension and included
indicators of the critical (evaluative) level, such as identifying the evidence used by the author
to support ideas in a text.

As shown above from the comparison between the results of the current study and
previous research studies, there is a lack of consistency regarding the impact of blending
online discussion with FTF instruction on students’ reading achievement and learning
outcomes. Some studies found insignificant impact, while other studies confirm the
effectiveness of BL that involves online discussion with FTF teaching on students’
achievement. Disagreements about the effectiveness of the use of online discussion to
supplement FTF instruction can be attributed to several factors including, but not limited to,
technology, as technology is only a vehicle and medium, and any change in learning
outcomes cannot be attributed to the impact of technology entirely (Black, 2005; Zhang et al.,
2007). The various factors and additional elements that may affect the learning and reading

comprehension outcomes and achievements could include design of learning activities,
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learners’ motivation to read and write (Cacciatore, 2010), the differences between conditions
in instructions, pedagogy and period of intervention (USA Department of Education, 2009).

Another contributing factor to the differences between the results of this study and
some previous studies could be the factor of differences in existing learning and teaching
styles and methods. As described in the Introduction, this study was conducted in one school
in the Saudi education context, which is different from those mentioned above, which have
been conducted mainly in English-speaking contexts in Western countries. In this specific
case, the commonly used pedagogical approach is teacher-centered learning in which the
constructivist approaches depending on dialogical interaction (Alexander, 2001) are limited
(Qenaey, 2008). Factors related to pedagogical differences between one learning context and
another include typical styles of teaching pedagogy such as traditional vs. constructivist. For
example, in the current study, students mentioned in the interview that online small group
discussion was a new learning experience for them and indicated that group and collaborative
learning were not common strategies in their FTF reading classes. The feedback about this
Arabic reading class aligns with traditional models of teaching described by teachers in the
interview, where the teacher-centered approach is applied, and only limited time and
opportunities were given to group discussion during FTF classes.

Another important factor to highlight in relation to the difficulty of comparing
previous research results is the variations between methodological and instructional designs
that were employed in other studies. This issue was raised by Lipponen et al., (2003) who
indicated that comparison between studies in computer-supported collaborative learning is
difficult due to differences in various aspects, such as, instructional design, teacher
preparation and commitment, technical support, technologies used and the use of particular
software applications. While the difficulty of comparison amongst studies is acknowledged it

is important to establish, where possible, whether the factors identified by Lipponen and
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others, may have contributed to the lack of significant differences between groups in this

particular instance.

10.2.2 Possible causal factors for the insignificant effect of BL on students’

comprehension

In the following sections, the discussion focuses on possible explanations and
contributing factors to the insignificant effect of BL on students’ comprehension achievement
compared with FTF learning alone in this study. These possible factors include: a) limited
time for AOD implementation; b) degree of difficulty of the comprehension levels; and c) the
teachers’ support and scaffolding during AOD. That is followed by a discussion of possible
explanations of the observed significant improvement in comprehension — at all levels for the

BL group and at the overall and literal levels for the FTF group.

10.2.2.1 Limited time for online discussion implementation

It is proposed that the short length of the experimental implementation could be a
possible reason for the non-significant differences between the effect of BL and FTF learning
on students’ reading comprehension post-test scores, as learners spent only a short time
discussing the comprehension tasks online. Only 12 AODs over six weeks were allocated to
the group discussions incorporating the three comprehension levels, literal, evaluative and
inferential. Therefore the time allocated to these AODs may have been insufficient for BL
students to achieve noticeable improvement compared with FTF students. Although the
researcher intended to implement the AOD for a longer period of time, due to the school
schedule and teachers’ and students’ workload, the experiment duration lasted for six weeks
only. Time has been reported in previous research as a factor that could limit students’
improvement and changes in learning outcomes and participation (S. Yu, 2009; Zhang et al.,
2007). Therefore, it could be implied from the results of the current study that the short

length of the experiment may have affected the potential for change that the small group
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discussion instructions used in the AOD could have made to the students’ comprehension
when compared with FTF learning.

Moreover, the short time allocated for discursive comprehension tasks online may
have not been sufficient for providing adequate support and instruction that could have
resulted in considerable effects and improvement in students’ comprehension in the BL
compared with FTF group. Previous research into reading comprehension suggests that
adequate scaffolding, support, explicit explanation of the comprehension strategies
(Baumann, 1984; Cameron, 2009; Clark & Graves, 2005; Duke & Pearson, 2002; Prado &
Plourde, 2011; Tierney & Readence, 2005), as well as provision of sufficient time for
discussion (Fielding & Pearson, 1994) are critical for enhancing students’ comprehension.
The limited time for discussions in the AOD to focus on different comprehension levels might
also have resulted not only in lack of opportunities for teachers’ scaffolding and support but
also for students’ practice and application of comprehension strategies. It is proposed that the
combination of these factors may have contributed to the non-significant differences between
the comprehension achievements of the two groups. The main implication generated from
these results is that the allocation of sufficient time for the introduction of BL design and
specifically online small group discussion is important in order to give teachers adequate
opportunity to support and scaffold students’ learning and discussion in reading classes. For
this study, it could be inferred from the group discussion above that six weeks were not
sufficient for scaffolding the students’ discussion, learning, and comprehension in Arabic
reading classes. Students need increased opportunities to practice, discuss, and learn about
comprehension strategies online, particularly when they are being introduced to a new

learning approach (online small group discussion).
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10.2.2.2 Degree of difficulty of comprehension levels

The second likely factor that could explain the insignificant differences between the
results for the two groups is the level of complexity of the comprehension tasks tested in this
study. For example, for the literal level, as reported in the results of the comprehension tests,
the students’ comprehension scores were high before starting the AOD. The result of no
significant change in literal comprehension scores was neither surprising nor unexpected by
the researcher. The literal level of comprehension is considered a basic level of
comprehension as it deals with understanding information that is explicit in a text. It is
evident in this study that learners did not face major difficulties with this level of
comprehension prior to their experience with the online context. As established in the
literature, literal comprehension does not require readers to use higher thinking skills as it
focuses on the directly and explicitly stated information in the text (Day & Park, 2005; Karlin,
1978; Morris & Stewart-Dore, 1986). This view is upheld by interviews with both teachers in
which they agreed that this level is not difficult and did not need to be included in the online
discussion as students were already achieving high scores for literal understanding. The
Arabic reading teacher pointed out that the main focus of their teaching and questions in FTF
classes was on the literal level more than evaluative. The results derived from this study
imply that literal comprehension is supported in the current practice of teaching Arabic
reading in which the main emphasis is given to teaching and practicing this level in the
traditional mode of FTF learning. A further implication could be that the main focus of
designing teaching and learning instruction used in the AOD to enrich the FTF classroom
work should be given to the other more difficult comprehension levels (inferential and
evaluative).

Unfortunately, despite the suggestion by the teachers that AOD would be more useful

for developing higher order thinking this study indicates that the blend of AOD with FTF
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instructions did not produce significant differences in inferential and evaluative
comprehension when compared with FTF learning. For example, in the evaluative
comprehension post-scores, no significant differences were found between the control and BL
groups. This level of understanding is considered by many authors and experts to be the
highest level in the comprehension taxonomy that requires students to apply various higher
order processing skills, abilities and knowledge as well as to apply both literal and
interpretative thinking (Day & Park, 2005; Pearson & Johnson, 1972; Roe et al., 2010). The
teachers’ interviews showed that both teachers agreed that this level is difficult and more
challenging than literal comprehension level to students. These results are supported by the
transcript analysis that showed students asked for support during the discussion that focused
on evaluative level more than other levels. This suggests that the students required greater
support through a more effective instruction applied in BL design in order to cope with the

higher levels of difficulty of comprehension in Arabic reading classes.

10.2.2.3 Teachers’ support and scaffolding

In the current study, the main teaching and learning approach used in the AOD was
small group discussion. Using group discussion as a pedagogy and teaching method has been
described as effective in promoting reading comprehension (Applebee et al., 2003; Fall et al.,
2000; P. Murphy et al., 2009). However, in this study, the small group discussion method in
AOD was not effective for producing significant improvement in students’ comprehension
achievement when compared with FTF learning. A potential explanation for the insignificant
differences between groups could be related to the quantity and quality of teacher support,
instructions and scaffolding offered in the AOD. As found in the results of content analysis of
the teachers’ discussion, to some degree teachers’ post did not involve detailed information or
practice of each comprehension strategy — with the exception of some posts on explanations

and modelling of some comprehension strategies and a few examples of feedback. Teachers
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explained new concepts only in the beginning of each discussion, provided one model and
example, and only gave short feedback responses rather than engaging students in ongoing
exchanges. Arabic teachers mentioned that he felt the support and instructions were not
adequate to help students’ learning, because of heavy workload and limited time for the
discussion. The lack of detailed information, feedback, and discussion practice could have led
to the non-significant impact of group discussion instruction and activities used in the BL
compared with FTF. These findings imply that the provision of more detailed information,
explanation, feedback and modelling of the comprehension strategies by teachers as well as
adequate practice may be important to provide effective instruction and pedagogy to support
students’ comprehension (Tierney & Readence, 2005).

Although, the lack of detailed teachers’ feedback, information, practice, modelling and
explicit explanation of the comprehension strategies could be one possible factor for non-
significant differences between groups, these instructions provided some support for students’
learning and application of comprehension strategies. This was reflected in the increased
number of students who posted answers to the questions that focused on all levels of
comprehension. Another indicator of the usefulness of teachers’ modelling, examples and
explanation of the comprehension strategies may be the fact that some students’ referred to
the teachers’ explanations to assist others in understanding these reading comprehension
strategies. The results revealed that in 27 themes (59% of students’ scaffolding themes)
students provided scaffolding for others by giving explanations and examples of
comprehension strategies.

Previous research suggests that provision of explicit instruction of comprehension and
cognitive strategies is useful and important for students’ comprehension (Dymock, 2007;
Eilers & Pinkley, 2006; Neufeld, 2005; Nist & Kirby, 1986; Rajabi et al., 2013; Rosenshine,

1995). This point is exemplified in this study when students posted eight themes (17% of the
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scaffolding themes) referring and guiding others to use the teachers’ examples from the forum
guides. The results of this study suggest that the students’ application of some comprehension
strategies could be a result of the teachers’ provision of these models and instructional types

of scaffolding as well as their discussions about these strategies online.

10.2.3 Effects of BL and FTF learning on students’ comprehension (within groups)

Previous sections focused mainly on the possible factors for insignificant differences
in comprehension between both groups. However, other tests results (within-groups
comparison) in this study showed that there was a significant improvement before and after
the experiment at all levels for the BL group and at some levels for FTF group. The results of
the comparison within groups gives only an initial indication and possibility that the
improvement in some comprehensions levels from pre-test to post-test scores may be
attributed to both the learning conditions and instruction (BL or FTF). However, in the case of
the BL group other detailed data and analysis generated from students’ and teachers” AOD
and interviews could help to explain how the instructions used in the BL contributed to the
improvement in students’ comprehension and learning. On the contrary, for the FTF group,
there were only some data collected from teachers’ interviews and the information provided
about the instructional design used in FTF classes, which makes it difficult to explain in-depth
why some improvements were observed but not others.

For the control group, who learnt through FTF classes, the improvement in overall and
literal comprehension may be attributed to various factors, and the instruction provided by the
teacher in the FTF classes and homework activities could be one of them. The teacher in the
FTF classes used the homework sheet to provide some explicit explanation and examples of
some strategies and gave students questions to be answered at home that focused on these
strategies. Explicit instructions and examples are proven to be effective for students’

comprehension (Duke & Pearson, 2002; Rajabi et al., 2013; Tierney & Readence, 2005) as

215



Online Discussion and Comprehension

well as the answering questions strategy (NICHD, 2000). To obtain more understanding of
the possible factors that led to this increase, future research would focus on collecting data on
FTF class interaction and instruction, including FTF students’ answers and their perceptions.
For the BL group, a significant improvement from pre- to post-experiment was
observed. However, it is difficult to conclude if the improvement was due to the AOD
instruction. This is because there are various factors that could have an influence on students’
comprehension, such as pre-test scores, as indicated by ANCOVA results. In the case of the
BL group, other data collected from teachers’ and students” AOD transcripts and interviews
could help to explain the possible contribution of group discussion instruction used in the

AOD to students’ learning, which will be discussed in the following sections.

10.2.4 Contribution of blending AOD with FTF classes to learning comprehension

strategies

Despite the insignificant effect of BL on students’ reading comprehension
achievement when compared with the FTF group, the results of this study showed that the
small group discussion activities used in the AOD brings about some benefits for students’
understanding and application of comprehension strategies that could contribute to the
improvement across all comprehension levels from pre- to post-test scores for the BL group.
Students applied some comprehension strategies through their interactions in the online
environment. There are three indicators of their application of comprehension strategies. First,
the results of the content analysis of students’ AOD showed the number of students who
posted answers to teachers’ comprehension questions about the texts increased over the
discussion period. For example, the percentage of students who posted answers to literal
questions increased from 66% to 88%, and to inferential questions increased from 44% to
78% of total students. Second, students posted 46 scaffolding comprehension strategies

themes (9% of students’ discussion) in which they provided their own explanations of

216



Online Discussion and Comprehension

comprehension strategies as well as feedback to other students. Third, seven student
interviewees (44%) reported that they felt they learnt how to make inference from texts and
four (25%) stated that they learnt about evaluation strategies through AOD activities. These
three sets of results suggest that some students learnt about comprehension strategies during
their involvement in the group discussion about the text and strategies through AODs.

The ultimate aim of teaching and scaffolding is to make students independent learners
who are able to apply comprehension strategies in their own reading (Duffy, 2009; Fielding &
Pearson, 1994; Irvan et al., 2007). Previous research suggests that teaching learners how to
use, apply and administrate reading comprehension strategies is effective for promoting their
understanding (Baumann, 1984; Duffy, 2009; Fielding & Pearson, 1994; Marin & Halpern,
2011; Prado & Plourde, 2011). The results of this research reveal that participation through
AOD helps students to learn about various comprehension strategies and apply them with
scaffolded support. This is consistent with the idea that the influential reading teacher should
teach students how to use the reading skills and strategies (McLaughlin, 2012) and this could
be achieved through AOD as well.

In summary, although there were no significant differences in the students’
comprehension post-test scores between BL and FTF learning groups, students in the BL
group displayed some evidence of applying reading comprehension strategies they had been
taught and discussed in AOD. The fact that students started mastering and applying new
reading comprehension strategies indicates that the group discussion approach used in AOD

in this study may help students’ learning about comprehension strategies.

10.3 The Potential of Blending AOD with FTF Classes to Support Students’

Participation

One of the major aims of this study was to investigate students’ participation in AOD.

This aim was addressed in question three of this research: how do students participate in AOD
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about a reading from a set text? The patterns and quantity of students’ posts were reported as
measures of student participation rates. Exploring students’ participation was important to
determine the potential of integrating AOD into FTF classes to improve students’
involvement and participation in reading classes. The learners’ active participation and
involvement in building knowledge and understanding is required for successful learning
when adopting a constructivist stance, as learners should actively construct their own
knowledge (Mclnerney & Mclnerney, 2010; Tracey & Morrow, 2006).

The findings of this study indicate that the students’ participation increased over the
12 AODs. These results implied that AOD instruction supported students’ participation. The
evidence showing how the implementation of AODs increased students’ participation in
Arabic reading classes is discussed below.

Firstly, most students participated in each of the 12 AODs over six weeks. The content
analysis showed that the average number of student contributors was 28 of 32 students per
discussion. In addition, the number of students increased from 23 in the first discussion to 31
in discussion 12. Therefore, it is implied that group discussion activities used in the AOD
encouraged most students to participate.

Secondly, the content analysis of students’ discussion revealed the number of
students’ messages increased significantly from 28 messages in the first discussion to 47
messages in the final discussion of the experiment. This suggests that as the students grew
used to the online environment they became more involved in learning activities. The third
evidence is shown in students’ interviews in which 11 out of 16 students (69%) stated that in
the discussion about the text they were encouraged to participate in the AOD about reading
comprehension. These results are similar to, and consistent with, previous research findings
conducted in different contexts, which suggest that AOD support student participation (Black,

2005; Conklin, 2005; English, 2007; V. Jewell, 2005; Northrup, 2007; S. Yu, 2009).
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Although, the findings of this study and other studies suggest that AOD helps increase
learners’ participation, and the number of messages could indicate the level of students’
engagement in the discussion, it must be noted that the number of messages is not a sufficient
and sophisticated measure of the quality of participation (Hara et al., 2000; Hillman, 1999). It
is more important to assess the quality of these messages and how they contributed to the
discussion overall as well as to levels of comprehension. This issue will be discussed later in
this chapter.

Another conclusion derived from this study is that the application of AOD encouraged
students’ participation in FTF reading comprehension classes. As reported in the students’
interviews, students’ felt that their participation in AOD affected their participation in the
FTF classroom setting, with the majority of interviewees (10 out of 16 students, 63%)
perceiving an increase in their participation in FTF classes after their involvement in AOD.
This was also validated by teachers’ comments that the students’ level of participation in FTF
classrooms increased after being involved in AOD. In addition, teachers also reported that
some shy students in the FTF classroom became more active in AOD. This finding supports
previous studies, which suggest that participation in AOD supports and facilitates the
students’ participation in a FTF setting (Grisham & Wolsey, 2006; Jahnke, 2010; S. Yu,
2009). The contribution of AOD seemed to support students’ learning about comprehension
as they became more engaged in the class activities through the time spent discussing texts
online.

It is important to discuss why students’ participation rates increased in AOD as well as
in the FTF classroom. One possible factor that could contribute to the increase in
participation and number of messages in the AOD could be the teachers’ support and
encouragement. The teachers’ discourse category analysis revealed that the teachers focused

on thanking students for their participation in the discussion and for posting answers (83% of
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discourse category). In addition, ten students (63% of interviewees) reported that teachers
encouraged them to participate in the discussion and to answer the questions. Other factors
mentioned by students that could have contributed to the increased participation in AOD were
students’ prior experiences of using social forums, family support, encouragement from
teachers and peers, and having sufficient time — beyond the classroom limitations — to
contribute in the discussion.

Another important point in this research finding is that students did not participate
equally, as reflected by a comparison of the numbers of their posts. Some students posted
more messages than others in the online discussion, e.g., over the 12 online discussions ten
students posted 10-12 messages, 18 students posted 13-16 messages, and four posted 17-20
messages. These results are in agreement with previous studies (Lipponen et al., 2003; Yeo &
Quek, 2011) that suggest unequal rates of students’ participation exist in online discussions.

There are various possible factors for variations in student participation rates. These
factors may include the participants’ prior technical skills, and the lack of immediate
responses and encouragement they receive from others in the discussions (Hew et al., 2010).
In the current study, a lack of response to students’ posts could be one reason that limited the
number of some students’ messages. For example, five (31% of interviewees) students stated
that their posts received no comment, which affected their motivation to post and participate.
The students’ familiarity with group members could be an important factor that influences
individual participation rates (Cook, 2008; Pena-Shaff et al., 2005). Another possible reason
for the variations in the number of messages between students could be the difficulty of
understanding how to participate in the online forum. Five students (31% of interviewees)
stated that they found it difficult to understand the instructions of participation in the online
discussion. The results showing unequal participation observed in students” AOD imply that

the teachers’ responses and feedback to students’ contributions and provision of clear and
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explicit instructions on participation can be important factors that influence student

participation rates.

10.4 Students’ Interaction in AOD

The fourth question of this research (how do students interact with others in AOD
about a reading from a set text?) was addressed by content analysis of students’ interaction
themes. This type of analysis was chosen in order to understand how students’ interaction
types could contribute to their comprehension and learning processes. As explained in the
previous section, the number of students’ messages increased over the duration of the
experiment. Those results focused on the quantifiable aspects of the students’ contributions
and participation. Although the quantitative rates are a crucial indicator for active
participation, the content, types and quality of this participation provide further in-depth
understanding of students’ learning and interaction with peers and provide evidence of
sustained and interactive discussion. In this section the major findings from this study will be
discussed in relation to existing literature that used both gquantitative and qualitative content
analyses to investigate online interactions (T. Anderson et al., 2001; Hara et al., 2000; Zhu,
1996).

The results suggested that, first, a large proportion of students’ posts focused on the
intended topic under discussion. Second, a large proportion of student interaction was focused
on answering the teachers’ questions. Third, although a large proportion of interactions could
be classified as being student-teacher interactions, there were also interactions between
students. These three findings are significant for understanding the overall content and quality
of the students’ contribution and how these types of interactions could contribute to students’

comprehension and learning and are discussed further.
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10.4.1 Focus of students’ discussion

One finding related to the type and content of discussion posts is that most students’
posts focused on the topic under discussion. Lipponen et al (2003) reported the focus of class
learning as ‘on or off” topic is an indicator of the quality of the discourse. In this study 87%
of student discussion focused on the topic that was prompted by the teachers’ questions
(e.g., questions about the main idea of the texts). This finding implies that the participation in
AOD and teacher questions helped students focus on the learning tasks. This result supports
that of Lipponen et al., who found the majority (69%) of posts focused on the topic. These
results are also in line with research that found online discussions were task- and content-
focused (Hara et al., 2000; Schellens & Valacke, 2006). In the current study the proportion of
students’ on-topic discussion was much larger than in previous studies.

Further, an important question is why were students’ posts focused on the topic? In
order to answer this question, it is imperative to examine how the discussion was directed.
Through analysis of the teachers’ contribution to the discussions it was established that
teachers initiated all AODs by asking questions focusing on specific topics and
comprehension strategies. As reported in the content analysis of the teachers’ contributions,
all the students’ discussions were teacher-initiated. This implies that teachers’ questions and
initial posts determined the students’ discussion content as it helped students focus on
comprehension strategies.

In addition, the teachers provided some criteria, participation and task structures, and
guidelines of how to participate in the discussion, which as a result may have helped students
to focus on the topic. The content analysis of teachers’ AOD indicated that teachers posted 27
themes (21% of the total teachers’ themes) focusing on organisation and design of students’
participation, directing students to focus on the topic. In addition, most of the teachers’

encouragement focused on thanking students for their participation and posting answers to the
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question (23 themes, 50% of discourse facilitation themes). More evidence of the teacher
contribution is that 10 students (63% of interviewees) reported that the teachers encouraged
them to participate. Taken together these results imply that the teachers’ involvement via
prompt questions, guidelines, encouragement and setting required tasks were possible factors

that helped students to engage and focus on the task.

10.4.2 Student-teacher interaction type

The most frequently observed student behaviour was answering teachers’ questions
about the three comprehension levels. The content analysis of students’ AODs revealed 248
themes (48% of the total students themes) relating to students answering teacher questions.
The content analysis revealed that the number of students who posted answers to all levels of
comprehension questions increased from the first to the final discussion. Previous research
suggests that answering teachers’ questions is helpful for supporting students’ comprehension
(NICHD, 2000) as it motivates learners to read, keeps students’ thoughts focused on the
specific aspects of topic and directs their thinking to the reading comprehension strategies
(Searfoss & Readence, 1989).

To explain the large percentage of students answering questions in the AQOD, it is
useful to highlight possible contributing factors. The first factor could be the traditional FTF
mode of learning in Arabic reading classes in this specific case, which generally takes place in
the classroom environment and is predominantly teacher-centered, in which the teacher
directs the learning activities and ask questions. One teacher stated that students tended to
replicate what they experienced in FTF classes. The teachers described their roles in the FTF
reading classes as applying the ‘initiate-respond-evaluate’ approach of questioning introduced
by Sinclair and Coulthard (1975). In this pedagogic approach the teacher initiates questions,
students respond, and the teacher evaluates the students’ responses (Tierney & Readence,

2005).. This process was mirrored in the AOD. However, the restricted time of FTF classes
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limited opportunities to apply small group discussion. In addition, online modes of learning
had not previously been used. Fourteen students (88% of those interviewed) mentioned that
online group discussion was a new experience and they had no experience using it for
learning. Teachers also stated that they had not used online group discussion for teaching and
learning and did not have adequate time to implement a group discussion approach in the FTF
Arabic classes. Specifically, as teachers described the learning activities in FTF classes,
students’ roles were to passively receive information by listening to a teacher, reading the
texts, asking few questions, and answering the teacher’s questions. This indicates that
students in FTF classrooms not only have few opportunities to initiate and direct the
classroom learning activities, but also are not encouraged to engage in interactive discussion
with others. That is, the main learning styles applied in FTF Arabic reading classes could
have influenced how students interacted in the AOD. Therefore, as one teacher suggested, if
teachers aim to achieve more effective online discussions it would be important to offer more
opportunities to model and implement group discussion in the FTF Arabic reading classes and
encourage students to discuss with others before implementing online discussion learning.
The second factor that may have contributed to the high rate of students answering
teachers’ questions could be the teachers’ contribution in the AOD that included instructions,
modelling, examples and encouragement. The significance of instructors’ roles and support in
moderating and managing students’ interaction in online discussion is reported in previous
studies (Goodyear et al., 2001; Grisham & Wolsey, 2006; Guan et al., 2006; Hobgood, 2007;
Northrup, 2007; White, 2006; Zhang et al., 2007). Leadership (e.g., teacher-led discussion) is
one factor that affects student interaction patterns and the level of thinking during discussion
(Gambrell, 1996b). The teacher’s role in this study — to direct students to answer questions —
was described in the interviews with teachers who perceived their roles as one of asking

questions as well as encouraging students to participate by posting answers. This was
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corroborated by the student interview data, when 10 students (63% of interviewees) reported
that they received encouragement from teachers that focused on participation and answering
questions. The transcript analysis also showed that teachers facilitated the online discussion
by encouraging students to participate and post answers (38 themes, 83% of the teachers’
discourse facilitation category). In addition, 59% of teachers’ feedback focused on students’
answers. The teachers’ focus on directing students to answer the questions may be responsible
for the large percentage of students answering teachers’ questions (48% of the students’
discussion).

The students’ understanding of how to interact with others in the discussion could also
explain the high proportion of discourse devoted to answering teachers’ questions. However,
of the 16 students interviewed, only six (38%) perceived their role in the AOD as solely to
answer the teachers’ questions, with the majority (10 students, 63%) perceiving their role as
answering the teachers’ questions as well as interacting with others. But with the exception of
four students, those 10 students did not explain their understanding of interacting with others
in AOD. Thus, students’ lack of understanding of how to interact with others in an online
context may be a possible factor that resulted in a large proportion of students only interacting
by answering teachers’ questions.

Another possible reason may be that students had more time to respond to the
teachers’ questions in the online context. The majority of students interviewed (12 students,
75%) reported that the time flexibility of AOD helped them to learn by allowing them to read
more at their own pace and think carefully about their answers. Additionally, some students
reported that they had more time to prepare their answers, edit their posts and read the text
several times. Research has shown that students need more time to think about their responses
and answers in order to generate more accurate responses (Searfoss & Readence, 1989). In

this study, students were given 35 minutes during school time and three days out of school
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time to contribute to the AOD. Providing students with more time to respond is reported in
various research as one advantage of AOD for students’ learning over FTF classes (Conklin,
2005; Larson, 2009; Northrup, 2007). These results could imply that AOD provided students
with more opportunity and time to think and revise their answer to teachers’ questions, which,
according to teachers, is limited in the FTF classrooms due to the large number of students in
each classroom and short time of the class (45 minutes).

Answering questions in an AOD could be useful for students’ learning and
comprehension, but it does not show if students were involved in deep and/or interactive
discussions with their peers. Answering teacher questions is only a one-to-one interaction
type, in which learners respond only to the teacher. In this study, the hierarchical student—
teacher interactions represented 48% of student discussions, nearly half of the students’ posts,
which is a significant proportion. In addition, this one-to-one interaction may limit the
opportunities of deep and meaningful negotiation about the text between students, a process
which is known to be important for refining students’ understanding of a text (McLaughlin,
2012). Online discussion provides a great opportunity to shift the learning from teacher—
students (one-to-many interaction) to many-to-many communication and interaction
(e.g., students-students) (E. Murphy & Colema, 2004). In this research, there were
occurrences of student—student interactions as will be discussed in the next section.

To provide a more effective and rich online learning environment, it is recommended
by Angeli, Bonk and Hara (1998) that designers and practitioners should encourage learners’
electronic interaction and debate. Therefore, in designing AOD about Arabic reading
comprehension, the teachers’ guidance to answer questions about a specific text and model
comprehension strategies is important, as well as providing effective modelling of student—

student interactions by showing how learners could respond to each other (Love, 2002).
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Teachers need to model expected responses from students (English, 2007) in order to

encourage them to engage in deep and meaningful discussion about the Arabic reading text.

10.4.3 Student-student interaction type

Despite the fact that the content analysis of students’ online discussion indicated that
the proportion of student-teacher interaction themes equated to 48% of the discussion, the
findings also outlined other interesting types of interaction between students. These forms of
peer and social interaction included encouragement, scaffolding comprehension, agreement
and disagreement, social cues, reflection, seeking support questions and starting discussion.
These results are in line with previous studies conducted on different contexts that suggest
online discussion supports peer interaction (English, 2007; Grisham & Wolsey, 2006; Larson,
2009; Northrup, 2007).

The value of peer interaction is underscored by social constructivist theory, as learners
learn through social interaction with others (Tracey & Morrow, 2006; Vygotsky, 1978). Peer
interaction and collaboration helps to create an environment of learning and teaching, which
is integral to students’ cognitive development and learning (Powell & Kalina, 2009).
Therefore, from a social constructivist perspective, teachers should encourage and maximise
the opportunities for interactions between students to achieve successful learning (Jarvis,
2005). This study has shown that the students’ involvement in the group discussions through
AOD supported some forms of social and peer interaction types, which are useful for
students’ learning.

Although learning through AOD was a new experience for students, close analysis of
the discussion themes demonstrated that some students played central and active roles in these
AODs, which could provide the stimulus for other students to interact. Their leadership was
manifested in the encouragement, support and scaffolding they provided to others as well as

in their initiation of discussion. Based on the constructivist perspective, active participation,
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scaffolding and support are important for students’ learning and cognitive development
(Powell & Kalina, 2009; Tracey & Morrow, 2006).

Some students encouraged their peers in the AOD about reading comprehension
strategies, scaffolded others in understanding the comprehension strategies and started new
discussions. In contrast, others had the opportunity to seek for and support from others but
were involved in social conversations that were not focused on the topic. These results
suggest that some students were better at dealing with these new experiences than others. In-
depth study of individuals would have allowed exploration of this point, which could be a
focus of future research.

Overall, during the AOD students encouraged and scaffolded each other, sought
support, socialised and, to a limited degree, discussed areas of agreement or disagreement
with each other and reflected on their learning. The next paragraphs discuss and elaborate on

students’ interaction types observed in the current research.

10.4.3.1 Encouragement

One of the findings regarding the interaction between students is that sometimes
students encouraged others to participate in the AOD. The discourse content analysis showed
that students posted 48 encouragement themes (representing 9% of the total themes in the
discussion). Peer encouragement could be an important factor for increasing students’
participation in the AOD. For example, five students (31% of interviewees) explicitly noted
that they received support from their peers during AOD, which encouraged them to
participate.

The emergence of this behaviour could be attributed to the teachers’ role as moderator.
The content analysis revealed the majority of the teachers’ discourse category posts were t0
encourage students by thanking them (83% of the discourse facilitation category). This type

of teacher behaviour and interaction (encouragement) may have been replicated by students in
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their interaction with their peers. If this was the case, then the results may indicate that the
teachers’ behaviour and interaction types could be one factor that influences how students
behave and interact in the online discussion.

The emergence of peer encouragement in this research to some extent mirrors
previous research — albeit in different contexts — that suggests students scaffold and encourage
each other in online discussion (Hara et al., 2000; Larson, 2009; Zhu, 1996). The occurrence
of this type of student-student interaction (encouragement) could be a positive sign, which
may indicate that some students who encouraged their peers adopt a student-centered learning
approach by taking responsibility for their contribution to the facilitation and moderation

processes, and being active in the learning process.

10.4.3.2 Scaffolding comprehension

The content analysis revealed that some students adopted an active role in the
discussion, which consisted of scaffolding and supporting others’ understanding of
comprehension strategies. Forty-six themes (9% of students’ themes) were categorised as
providing support to peers, which focused on their comprehension of the text. This finding
shows a productive manner in which participation in online discussion could support
students’ reading comprehension and learning by making them active in constructing meaning
and providing peer scaffolding for others. This exemplifies Vygotsky’s ZPD and social
constructivism, where students complete tasks via support and scaffolding from more capable
peers (Vygotsky, 1978).

Students who scaffolded the comprehension of other students demonstrated three
important kinds of participation. First, students not only interacted with teachers but also they
interacted with their peers. Second, students were active contributors to the discussion as they
began to facilitate others’ understanding of comprehension strategies. Third, participants

answered teachers’ questions, but also explained, applied and administrated the
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comprehension strategies to others and in the process showed that they are independent
learners. This kind of interaction is important for developing students’ comprehension from a
metacognitive perspective (Haller et al., 1988; Schraw & Moshman, 1995; Tracey & Morrow,
2006). The occurrence of this type of interaction in the study is therefore taken to reflect
students’ awareness and understanding of the comprehension strategies.

Although, as reported in the content analysis, the interaction type ‘scaffolding
comprehension’ accounted for only 9% of the students’ interaction themes, it is an important
finding of this study as it may indicate that some students experienced active roles in their
learning. That is, some students’ played active roles in the discussion: initially by engaging
regularly in the discussions and subsequently adopting a facilitator role as they scaffolded
others’ learning of comprehension strategies.

Various forms of scaffolding were used by students: posting explanations of the
comprehension strategies (27 themes, 59% of the total of scaffolding strategies themes);
providing feedback about peers’ answers (11 themes, 24%); and referring peers to the
students’ forum guide (8 themes, 17%). By explaining the comprehension strategies and
giving feedback about others’ answers, students constructed their own understanding and
knowledge as well as collaboratively supported others in doing so. This finding is in
agreement with previous research conducted in different contexts that suggests participation
in online discussion supports knowledge in a social constructivist fashion (Conklin, 2005;
Grisham & Wolsey, 2006; Larson, 2009).

In this study, a contributing factor for the emergence of the ‘scaffolding
comprehension’ interaction type could be the instructions provided by the teachers, which
included explicit instruction, modelling examples and explanations of comprehension
strategies. Previous research emphasises the importance of explicit instruction, teacher

support and modelling in students’ reading comprehension (Andreassen & Braten, 2011;
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Duke & Pearson, 2002; NICHD, 2000; Tierney & Readence, 2005). Although the data shows
the teacher support in this study was lacking in detailed information, instruction and practice
about how to interact in online group discussions, it may still have impacted students’
interaction. The evidence of the influence of teachers’ instruction is manifest in the content
analysis of students’ themes in the AODs when some students referred to the teachers’
modelling and examples. This is supported by 10 student interviews (63% of interviewees)
who perceived the teacher’s explanation and examples as a factor for facilitating their
learning about comprehension strategies. Further proof of the teacher’s influence on
scaffolding comprehension behaviour could be that, as reported in the content analysis of
students’ discussion, some students repeated and used the teachers’ examples and
explanations of comprehension strategies in their posts.

In summary, the results for the scaffolding theme overall indicated that blending AOD
with FTF discussion encouraged some students to support others’ understanding of the
comprehension strategies. The different types of scaffolding that occurred could also imply
that the application of AOD supports students’ learning and comprehension in various ways.
First, as students scaffolded each other, they adopted more active roles in the learning
process. The constructivist, interactive and transactional perspectives (P. Harris et al., 2006;
Rosenblatt, 1994; Tracey & Morrow, 2006) view reading comprehension as active
construction of knowledge in which the reader plays an active role. Second, social
constructivist theory suggests learners need support and scaffolding from others in order to
learn and complete their tasks (Irvan et al., 2007; Tracey & Morrow, 2006; Vygotsky, 1978).
It can be implied from these results that instructions (group discussion and teachers’ support)
used in the AOD in this study may support students’ comprehension by providing more

opportunities for being active learners and receiving support from others.
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10.4.3.3 Questions that started discussions

Another interaction type adopted by some students in the discussions was posting
questions that then had the potential to generate new theme-related discussions. Although
this interaction type ‘starting discussion questions’ represented only 5% of the students’
discussion themes and was not frequently applied during the discussions forums, it could
reflect that AOD may provide a learning environment that helps students to take an initiative
in generating further discussions. Another noticeable finding is that 68% of the ‘starting
discussion question’ type received follow-up responses from their peers. In this type of
interaction, learners exchanged and shared ideas and perspectives; thus, they were provided
with more opportunities for learning.

However, why was the ‘starting discussion question’ type not very frequent in the
students’ online discussion? The analysis of AOD provides two possible answers to this
question. First, the absence of a response from a teacher that could have encouraged this type
of interaction instead limited its use. Although the teacher asked students to post questions in
the discussions, the content analysis of teachers’ instructions revealed that teachers did not
model, explain or detail how students should ask questions and, moreover, did not encourage
such behaviour during the discussions. Second, teachers mentioned in the interviews that
students tended to replicate what they experienced in FTF classes. Therefore, the nature of the
interactions in FTF practices — in which teachers dominated and initiated the activities with
limited opportunities for students to raise questions and discuss with others — may have
influenced students’ behaviour in AOD.

Previous research suggests that encouraging students to generate questions about a
text is beneficial for their comprehension (Dole et al., 1991; King, 1992; Palincsar & Brown,
1984; Rosenshine et al., 1996; Yeh & Lai, 2012). The results of this study imply that students

did not receive preparation or instruction on how to generate questions, which is important for
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achieving positive effects (André & Anderson, 1978; Wong, 1985). Therefore, it is important
that teachers should direct and teach students to generate questions about a reading (Searfoss
& Readence, 1989). In summary, it would be valuable for providing effective BL designs and
specifically instructions used through AOD, as well as facilitating and generating knowledge,

for the teacher to encourage students to question each other’s understanding (Tam, 2000).

10.4.3.4 Questions seeking support

The analysis of students” AOD themes revealed that some students asked questions to
seek support (8% of the total students’ themes in the AOD). This result implies that AOD
could provide a supportive learning environment in which students ask for support and
clarification to solve any difficulties they may face; also, student interview data showed they
appreciated being able to do this at the time, and place, when their questions arise. As noted,
according to the principles of the ZPD suggested by social constructivist theory, when
learners need support they benefit from scaffolding from more capable individuals to
complete their tasks and learn (Ormrod, 2011; Vygotsky, 1978). A further analysis of these
themes from the data indicated that the majority of questions seeking support were directed at
seeking clarification and further examples of comprehension strategies. It is noticeable that
students sought support for inferential and evaluative comprehension levels more often than
for literal, which may indicate that these levels were more challenging to students. Although
the occurrence of seeking support questions was low, the existence of this type of question
suggests that the learning design involving a combination of AOD and FTF gave students the
opportunity to share learning difficulties. As the ability to clarify, seek support and scaffold is
important for students’ learning (Powell & Kalina, 2009), it is encouraging to see that this
kind of questioning emerged in the data. In addition, as the generation of questions can

contribute to supporting student comprehension and learning (Dole et al., 1991; Irvan et al.,
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2007; Searfoss & Readence, 1989), the students’ activity demonstrates that the learning

design aligns with this goal.

10.4.3.5 Social cues

In AOD, social themes were the second most frequently posted by students and
accounted for 13% of students’ themes. These social cues focused on greeting others,
expressing feelings and sharing personal life events and were posted mostly during the
evaluative and inferential comprehension weeks. The ‘social cues’ presented in the AOD may
be an indicator of the degree of comfort and familiarity between students, insofar that they
shared their own life experiences. Familiarity with others in an online setting encourages
participants to be less formal in their posting and share personal information, thus enhancing
interaction (Tu & Mclsaac, 2002).

The social theme posts may be due to two contextual factors. First, students knew
each other because they attended the same school and were in the same classes. Second,
students’ prior experience in participating in social forums may have influenced their comfort
with sharing personal information. The difficulty of the comprehension level being studied
may have also influenced the amount of social cues. As established in this study, the
discussion about evaluative and inferential comprehension levels attracted a higher average of
social themes compared with that of the literal comprehension level. The reason behind that
could be that these levels are more difficult, causing students to talk to each other more,
indicating their need for social support from others.

Social talk or ‘cues’ were reported in previous research and considered as useful for
supporting online interaction and overcoming the challenges of collaborative learning (Chen
& Wang, 2009). These social markers support active participation in discourse, as well as
build a sense of community (Lipponen et al., 2003). However, moderators should monitor

students’ use of off-task posts, making sure they do not distract their focus from the main task
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of the activities. In summary, the findings of this study imply that application of AOD in the

Arabic context supports the occurrence of social talk between students.

10.4.3.6 Least frequent types of interactions

It is important here to mention that, of the interaction types, the least represented types
were agreement/disagreement and reflection. The main implication of these findings is that
although some students had opportunities to agree/disagree and reflect on their learning, these

types of interaction were infrequent.

10.4.3.6.1 Agreement/disagreement

During AOD students may challenge and evaluate others’ ideas, as well as create their
own opinions and judgment. Therefore, it is important for teachers to encourage this
behaviour as it could indicate a higher level of cognitive engagement (Hara et al., 2000).
However, this type of interaction was limited in the AOD in this study, representing only 4%
of the total student discussion themes; furthermore, of these 4%, only three disagreement
themes were posted. The low level of disagreement posts could be attributed to the lack of
encouragement from the teachers to critique peers’ contributions. The results of this study are
consistent with Cook’s (2008) study findings that suggest students tend to agree with each
other rather than disagree in online discussions but in contrast with other studies that found
students prefer to disagree with each other (Northrup, 2007; Pena-Shaff et al., 2005). The
students in this study did not argue and discuss each other’s opinions and contributions. It
appeared that the instructions used in AOD activities did not encourage these
agreement/disagreement behaviours nor did it encourage students to criticise and judge
others’ contributions.

The agreement/disagreement discussion type could be an indicator of social
construction of knowledge. In this study, students’ responses to others’ posts may indicate

that they are building their views and thoughts about others’ ideas and, as a result, involving
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in a dialogic process. Unfortunately, the continued dialogical process between students did
not go beyond replying to others’ posts. Students, for example, did not tend to defend their
opinions or ideas when others disagreed with them. This type of short dialogical process was
also observed in previous research (Pena-Shaff & Nicholls, 2004). The results of this study
may imply that to provide more interactive and effective learning activities, designers and
moderators of learning activities — be they in AOD or FTF settings — should consider
encouraging these sorts of behaviours, in which students are required to agree, disagree, build

on each other’s ideas and defend their opinion.

10.4.3.6.2 Reflection

The least observed interaction type in the discussions was reflection, constituting only
3% of total students’ discussion themes. Students showed how the involvement in group
discussions activities through AOD and the interaction process influenced their learning by
explaining the benefits of participating in this discussion on their understanding of the topic.
Reflection is useful for students as it helps them to understand their own learning processes as
they develop. It is also useful for teachers to discover the effectiveness of their online
teaching approach as seen through the eyes of their students. Although the reflection theme
was not common, it can reveal how effective the online discussion was. Students who
reflected provided valuable insight into their learning strategies. First, students showed
awareness of their understanding of comprehension strategies, posting seven themes (47% of
students’ reflection themes) describing how the discussion helped their understanding of the
text. Second, students became aware that media could be used to facilitate learning as well as
to play games, posting five themes (33%) reflecting on the usefulness of the online learning
form on their learning process. Third, a few students showed how the learning and teaching
methods (online group discussion) facilitated their learning in reading classes, posting three

themes (20%). The few instances of ‘reflection’ themes show that the discussion provided
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them with opportunity to reflect, monitor and raise awareness of their own learning and
comprehension processes. Students’ meta-awareness of their learning and comprehension
strategies is an important supportive factor (Haller et al., 1988; Schraw & Moshman, 1995).
Encouraging students to reflect on and self-monitor their learning and understanding is useful
for them to become independent learners (Irvan et al., 2007). Considering that this type of
interaction  ‘reflection’ is useful for learning and comprehension in general, the
implementation of this online group discussion design provides a good opportunity for
teachers to encourage reflection in all forms of teaching practice, including FTF teaching. The
process of reflection engages students in knowledge construction and meaning making, which
is important for learning to occur (Jonassen, Davidson, Collins, Campbell, & Haag, 1995;
Pena-Shaff & Nicholls, 2004). In this form students need to articulate their own views and
meaning about what they have learned in a learning environment. This sort of behaviour
should also be encouraged by teachers, and instructional designers in order to create a

constructivist environment for learning.

10.5 Students’ and Teachers’ Perceptions

This section discusses the findings that are related to the sixth and seventh questions
in this study of teaching in Arabic reading classes that addressed students’ and teachers’
perceptions of the usefulness and challenges of blending AOD with FTF reading classes. The
perceived factors that encouraged students to learn and engage effectively in AOD are
explored through examining the benefits that this design adds to the current didactic practice
of teaching and learning in Arabic reading classes. Possible changes in teaching and learning
in this specific context are also discussed, as well as the limitations and challenges that hinder
the effective application of blended design. These discussions are important as they provide
guidelines and practical implications from the students’ and teachers’ perspectives that could

help teachers and policy makers decide how to design and incorporate AOD activities into
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FTF reading classes effectively in the Saudi Arabian context in order to support teaching and
learning reading comprehension.

This discussion, therefore, focuses on five aspects of students’ and teachers’
perceptions related to teaching and learning Arabic reading: (a) the overall students’ and
teachers’ perceptions of the usefulness of using AOD to support reading classes; (b) perceived
encouraging factors; (c) perceived discouraging factors and challenges; (d) perceived

advantages for teaching; and (e) perceived challenges for teaching.

10.5.1 Students’ and teachers’ overall perceptions

The first major finding related to the students’ and teachers’ perceptions of using
AOD is the perceived usefulness of this type of learning for students’ participation and
learning in Arabic reading classes. As reported in the results of interviews, students perceived
using AOD with FTF classes to be useful, with the majority (11 students, 69% of those
interviewed) reporting a positive attitude toward the use of AOD and its overall effects on
their participation. These results corroborate the findings of previous research that found
students perceived AOD as useful for their participation and contribution to discussions
(Brown, 2002; Conklin, 2005). The main reason mentioned by some students in this study for
this positive attitude was that AOD gave them the opportunity to participate. This reason was
also reported in previous research as one advantage of incorporating AOD into instructional
designs (Conklin, 2005; V. Jewell, 2005).

Both students and teachers also confirmed previous findings about the positive
perception of using this kind of AOD activity. The results of the interviews suggested that
integrating AOD into FTF classes was useful for promoting students’ participation in both
FTF classrooms and AOD. Ten of the 16 students who were interviewed (63%) perceived
their participation increased in FTF classes after being involved in AOD. Some students

explained that they felt more comfortable to participate in FTF class activities than before
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their online experience. The teachers supported these results, noting in interviews that some
students who did not participate in FTF classes, or were shy, participated and voiced their
opinions in the online group discussion. In addition, teachers mentioned that after
participating in AOD, some students in FTF classes asked more questions than before. It can
be extrapolated from the results of the interviews that students and teachers perceived the
supplementary integration of AOD with FTF learning as useful for increasing students’
participation and involvement in the discussion about the reading tasks.

In terms of the perceptions about the usefulness of this design for supporting students’
learning, findings revealed that most students (12 students, 75%) perceived AOD as useful for
promoting understanding of the reading tasks. Students explained how participation in the
online group discussion assisted their learning. First, as students mentioned, it helped them to
answer teachers’ questions about the texts. Second, it helped them to learn and understand the
comprehension strategies. More specifically, seven students (44%) stated that they learned
about inferring main ideas, sub-ideas and drawing conclusions through their participation in
online discussion. These findings confirm the results of previous research that concluded not
only do students have a positive attitude towards online discussion in general but also towards
the benefits it brings to their learning and thinking (Brown, 2002; Cheong & Cheung, 2008;
Conklin, 2005; Hobgood, 2007; S. Yu, 2009).

The Arabic teachers also supported the usefulness of applying this design in
developing students’ comprehension. As the results of teacher interviews revealed, teachers
perceived that involvement in AOD is useful for students’ learning and comprehension. As
the teachers stated, this usefulness was evident in the change of the quality and types of
students’ questions posed in the FTF classroom after their involvement in online discussion.
Teachers noticed that some students moved from formulating basics questions (at the literal

comprehension level) to questions that required higher levels of thinking (inferential and
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evaluative comprehension). These types of questions may have reflected the students’
thinking and awareness of comprehension strategies rather than the content of the text. For
example, the Arabic teacher mentioned that some students asked how to find the main idea
and how to find supporting evidence during the FTF class after participating in AOD.
Encouraging students to learn, think, and be aware about learning and comprehension
strategies is important for their learning and comprehension (Dole et al., 1991; Duke &
Pearson, 2002; Pintrich, 2002; Tracey & Morrow, 2006).

In regards to students’ perceptions about the enjoyment of learning through AOD, the
majority of students (10 of the 16 interviewed, 63%) expressed that learning with AOD was
an enjoyable experience. This finding is consistent with previous research that reported online
discussion provides students with enjoyable experiences (Boehning, 2008; Hobgood, 2007;
Pena-Shaff et al., 2005; White, 2006; S. Yu, 2009). Although the majority of students found
this experience enjoyable, six (38%) students did not. As they mentioned, some of reasons for
their negative attitude was related to the negative attitude toward the subjects and lack of
responses to their posts.

In summary, students’ and teachers believe integration of AOD activities into FTF
classes to be useful for their participation and learning as well as making learning enjoyable
in Arabic reading classes. A more detailed explanation for the possible encouraging and
contributing factors and explanation of these positive attitudes toward AOD is provided
below. In addition, the section below discusses the perceived challenges and discouraging

factors that may explain the negative perceptions toward this type of learning.

10.5.2 Encouraging and contributing factors

Students mentioned several reasons as to what encouraged them to participate in, learn
from and enjoy the AOD. The encouraging factors are an important outcome and contribution

of this research regarding the application of AOD in teaching Arabic reading. These benefits
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and encouraging factors that support and help student to participate, learn and enjoy the
learning process are discussed in the following sections and include provision of: (a) teacher
scaffolding and support; (b) an enjoyable learning experience through using the Internet and
computers; (c) the opportunity to learn through group work and to learn from peers; (d)
adequate time for reading the text several times; and (e) flexible time for participation in the
discussion.

Regarding teacher supports, in the interviews, 10 students (63% of the interviewees)
perceived that the teachers’ examples and explanations of comprehension strategies helped
their comprehensions of the text. Also, the teachers’ support encouraged students to
participate in the AOD. These teacher supports and encouragement had a positive influence
on students’ general perception of the use of AOD on both their participation and
comprehension. These findings confirmed the results of previous research that found
instructors’ contribution in online discussion effects students’ attitudes toward online
discussion (Zhang et al., 2007). Although the teachers in this study had not previously applied
AOD in their teaching, it still impacted students’ perceptions and attitudes. The results from
the study confirm previous literature and experts opinion (NICHD, 2000; Pressley, 1998;
Tierney & Readence, 2005) that the provision of scaffolding, explanation and examples of
comprehension strategies are effective approaches in supporting students’ comprehension.

Students also mentioned that they enjoyed using the Internet and technology to
participate in AOD (7 students, 44%). The incorporation of this type of online tool and design
created an enjoyable learning environment. This suggests that the use of communication
technology in teaching and learning more broadly may help make the learning experience
enjoyable and fun. This finding is similar to Bohning’s (2008) study that suggested students’
use of technology is one reason for which the learning experience is enjoyable. Although,

previous research (Black, 2005; Zhang et al., 2007) points out that the design of learning
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activities is more important than the technology itself, this study’s results imply that the types
of technology used could bring about some benefits to learning by making it more enjoyable.

Being part of a team and learning from others also helped some students to enjoy the
online experience. Although most students had not experienced working as a team for
learning before — either in person or online — the interview results showed that five students
(31% of interviewees) perceived the experience of group work as enjoyable. Students’
appreciation of working as part of team is an interesting finding of this research. One possible
explanation of this positive attitude toward teamwork could be the familiarity with their peers.
In this study’s reading context, this result suggests that the implementation of these AOD
activities provided the opportunity for students to be involved in a new learning style (online
group discussion), which they had not experienced before.

Reading peers’ posts was reported to be one of the factors that facilitated students
learning. As seen in the interview results the majority of students (13, 81% of interviewees)
perceived reading others’ posts was another contributing factor for helping them to learn in
the reading classes. Reading others’ posts and answers provided them with a range of
opportunities for sharing various ideas, answers and information, thus helping them to
understand the topic. Teachers corroborated these findings. For example, one teacher
mentioned in his interview that students had a chance to learn from each other and were able
to find various examples and answers, which helped them understand the text more.

The findings in this study about the usefulness of reading peers’ posts are similar to
those of previous studies, which agree on the idea that the major contributions of online
discussions are offering opportunities for learning from peers, sharing information and
exchanging ideas (Conklin, 2005; Northrup, 2007), hearing other’s opinions and ideas
(Brown, 2002), and building knowledge by exploring texts from different perspectives

(Grisham & Wolsey, 2006). Sharing ideas supports the social construction of knowledge in
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which learners share knowledge and benefit from each other (Conklin, 2005). The findings in
this study contribute to the proposal that the use of a BL design involving AOD offers an
opportunity for students’ to be exposed to others’ ideas from which they benefit. In addition
in this learning context the online discussion experience offered the Saudi Arabian students a
collaborative construction of knowledge.

Students perceived motivation for repeated reading as another benefit of learning
through AOD. Some students reported in the interview that participating in AOD encouraged
them to read the text several times before posting their answers. Teachers also supported this
finding, with one teacher mentioning that students had a chance to read the text several times
in order to answer the questions. This is an important finding on the contribution of AOD to
students’ comprehension. Reading and comprehension becomes better with more reading
practice (Pardo, 2004; Pressley, 2003). As can be understood from the process that some
students followed before answering the question or posting to the discussion, one explanation
of motivation to read may be that students wanted to feel prepared, creating, then editing their
answers to make sure they were correct. Another possible explanation for students’
motivation to read the texts several times could be their awareness that their posting would be
read and accessible to teachers and the peers, and retrievable for the duration of the course.
Ten students (63% of interviewees) reported that after they posted their answers they checked
if teachers had commented on their post, and six students (38%) checked if their peers
commented. These results indicate that the application of AOD activities encourages students
to read set texts several times and prepare their posts carefully, which in turn supports their
understanding of the text.

Flexibility was perceived by students as one of the benefits of AOD that could
contribute to their learning in reading classes. As reported by the majority of students in the

interview (12 students, 75%), flexibility of AOD and having a chance to ask questions at any
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time was perceived as a contributing factor that assisted students in their learning. Students
mentioned in interviews that time flexibility helped them prepare their posts, as it provided
them an opportunity to prepare, edit and revise their answers carefully before submission.
Seven students (44%) stated that this flexibility minimised the restrictions that are common in
the FTF classes, for instance, the students’ participation time constraints and large number of
students in FTF classroom. According to students the AOD gave them opportunities to post
their enquiries and questions at any time and voice their opinions.

The results of this research regarding the flexibility of AOD supports previous
research findings that flexibility provides students with the chance to learn and participate at
any time and from anywhere (Conklin, 2005; Hew & Cheung, 2003b; V. Jewell, 2005; Tiene,
2000; S. Yu, 2009), and allows more time for reflection and preparation of thoughtful
responses (Black, 2005; Jahnke, 2010; Pena-Shaff et al., 2005). Allocating sufficient time for
students to prepare their posts carefully gives all students an equal opportunity to share their
perspectives about the reading (Larson, 2009) and contribute to their understanding and
comprehension of the texts (Fielding & Pearson, 1994; McCormack & Pasquarelli, 2009).
Therefore, providing flexible and sufficient time for students’ participation in the discussion
is a significant feature and benefit of integrating AOD into Arabic reading classes. This
benefit of time flexibility contributes to the current practice of teaching Arabic language by

extending the time of learning beyond the FTF classroom.

10.5.3 Challenges, discouraging and hindering factors

Although most students reported positive attitudes toward AOD some manifested
negative attitudes toward this online learning mode. In the following section, the possible
factors and challenges that may have caused these negative attitudes and discouraged

students’ participation are discussed. The discussion of these challenges is important to
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understand how this design can be implemented effectively in Arabic reading classes in Saudi
Arabia.

A lack of experience in online social networking was one challenge perceived by
students who did not find AOD useful (five students, 31%). However, seven students (44%)
who had prior experience perceived their involvement in this study as helpful. Prior
experience seems to be a critical factor that affected students’ attitudes towards online
learning. In a previous study, conducted by Cheong and Cheung (2008) the lack of experience
in using online discussion was considered a challenge and resulted in the lack of students’
critical thinking. Therefore, it can be deduced that prior experiences of online forums (social
or learning) may influence the students’ perceptions toward the application of this design in
Arabic reading classes.

Students also reported unclear instructions as another challenge. Student interview
data showed limited participation may have been caused by a lack of detailed guidance from
teachers, that is, not giving detailed and explicit instructions on how to discuss and interact
with others as well as expected length of messages. In this regard, previous literature suggests
that clear instructions, expectations and guidelines should be provided for facilitating
effective participation in online discussion. In this study, five students (31%) stated that they
did not understand the instructions on how to participate and post in the online discussion
forum. In addition, 10 students (63%) reported the difficulty of understanding the dynamics of
group discussion and interaction with peers. This is because of that this learning method
(online group discussion) was new to the majority of students. These results align with
previous research findings that showed not knowing what to contribute is a factor that limits
participation in online discussion (Hew et al., 2010); further, a lack of clear guidelines and
instructions may contribute to poor quality posts (Cheong & Cheung, 2008). The difficulty of

understanding how to discuss and interact during the AOD could be attributed to the limited
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opportunities for group discussion in the FTF classroom learning. Clear and sufficient
instructions are therefore critical in order to support students’ participation as they learn to use
a new learning style in reading classes.

Interestingly, some students in this study requested graded participation. As stated in
the methodology chapter, the participation in this AOD was not marked or graded. Nine
students (56%) felt that their participation in AOD should have been graded to encourage
students’ participation. One possible explanation for this finding is that some students need
more incentive to participate in an AOD. This contrasts with findings from previous research
at a graduate level, which established that required or forced participation may affect the
quality of the posts and discussion as it leads students to focus only on meeting course
requirements and consequently feel under pressure to participate (E. Murphy & Colema,
2004). The results in this study suggest that giving marks and grades for secondary school
students in an Arabic reading context could motivate students to involve themselves more in
discussion about reading. This might be due to the learning styles in the FTF reading classes
in which the teacher assesses students’ reading abilities and the different maturity level of
secondary versus tertiary students.

Attitude toward the subject was mentioned in this study as another discouraging factor
for participation. Students’ attitudes toward the set texts may have resulted in negative
perceptions toward the use of AOD on participation. Four students interviewed (25% of the
interviewees) who did not perceive AOD as useful for their participation had a negative
attitude toward the set texts, which may have negatively influenced their willingness to
contribute to the discussion. However, after the students’ involvement in AOD, four students
(25% of interviewees) became more interested in the reading subject. This change in attitude
was also demonstrated by the students’ behaviour, reading the texts several times at home.

Six students (38%) reported that after using AOD, they would read the texts several times to
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find the best answers to the teachers’ questions. In addition, eight students (50%) stated that
they spent more time learning at home compared with the period before using the AOD.

Although this study did not focus on the factors that contribute to students’ negative
attitudes toward reading, previous research shows that the type of classroom learning culture
is a contributing factor (e.g., having an opportunity to interact socially with others) that
influences students’ motivation toward reading (Gambrell, 1996a). Students’ experiences in
traditional FTF learning — in which the teacher is the center of learning — could have a direct
influence on students’ motivation toward reading and to a certain extent on their participation
on AOD.

The lack of immediate responses or feedback was one of challenges faced by some
students in these AODs. The results of this study showed that the lack of immediate response
or feedback negatively influenced students’ perceptions’ toward the usefulness of AOD in
their participation. Five students (31% of interviewees) attributed their low participation and
unwillingness to post to the lack of immediate responses, or even no responses, from teachers
or peers. This situation not only affected their participation but it also affected their feeling of
enjoyment, which sometimes resulted in frustration. Five students (31% of interviewees)
reported not enjoying online discussion and attributed this negative feeling to not receiving a
response to their post. Some students perceived that the teachers’ feedback was not
expeditious, suggesting immediacy is important in facilitating students’ participation in online
discussion. Previous research supports the notion that a lack of responses or feedback has
negative effects on students’ participation and enjoyment in online learning (Hew & Cheung,
2003a; Hew et al., 2010; Pena-Shaff et al., 2005; Wang & Woo, 2007), and the immediacy of
instructor behaviour has a significant impact on students’ motivation and learning (Hobgood,

2007).
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Based on this discussion of findings, the design of AOD activities that support FTF
reading classes should include instructions that provide adequate and timely feedback to
students’ contributions and to encourage them to respond to their peers. This study suggests
that the delayed responses and feedback is one of the important challenges that limited the
effectiveness of the application of this design in the Arabic reading context. Although
teachers were provided with some instructions and support from the researcher about the
importance of giving feedback, teachers mentioned that the time and workload limitations
affected their ability to be effectively involved.

Seven students in this study (44% of interviewees) felt isolation is a challenge that
students face when involved in AOD. In this regard this study agrees with prior research that
a feeling of isolation is a recurrent problem in online forms of learning (Conklin, 2005; Krebs,
2004; Williams et al., 2001). There are some possible reasons that emerged from the current
study to explain this problem. Firstly, students felt this was attributable to the lack of
immediate responses as well as the lack of physical presence of participants and facial
expressions. Secondly, a lack of online learning experience meant it was difficult for students
to compensate for the physical absence of the teachers and peers. This factor is implied from
three students’ interviews that showed their feeling of isolation and preference for FTF
learning. One of them mentioned, “I prefer FTF classes because | can see others, talk to them
and receive immediate responses”. Therefore the application of AOD to support FTF reading
classes in this specific context poses a problem regarding feelings of isolation. However, this
may be not a major challenge as this BL design combined both FTF and AOD modes of
learning. In addition, neither mode alone (FTF or AOD) will suit all learners. Thus,
application of BL could encompass many different individual learning styles.

Workload was another obstruction when engaging in AOD activities, for both students

and teachers. Nine students (56% of interviewees) felt challenged by a heavy school
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workload, which included online learning. In addition to participating in AODs, they had to
do homework for other school subjects. As noted by various researchers in different contexts
the problem of workload may be caused by the difficulty of keeping up to date with the
discussion (Conklin, 2005; Hew et al., 2010; White, 2006). This problem also existed in the
implementation of this design in an Arabic reading context.

Previous studies, albeit conducted in different contexts, suggested that this challenge
may be caused by: flexibility of participation in terms of number of posts, as some students
can participate as much as they want and may participate too much (Conklin, 2005; Hew et
al., 2010); the fact that large groups may generate many messages (Wu & Hiltz, 2004);
posting long messages; and, lastly, the pressure of keeping up with others’ participation rates
(E. Murphy & Colema, 2004).

The Arabic reading teachers also perceived this problem of heavy workload as a
challenge that they faced when moderating AOD. The results of this research about this
problem suggest that the workload of both students and teachers is a significant challenge that
could limit the success of this design in supporting teaching and learning of Arabic reading

comprehension, just as it impacted students’ contributions in other contexts.

10.5.4 Advantages of AOD for teaching

The first benefit that AOD provides to teaching practices is that through the reading of
students’ posts, teachers have the opportunity to assess their learning and understanding of the
texts. As perceived by teachers in the interviews, this is one of the main advantages of
applying AOD in teaching practices. It assists teachers in monitoring students’ thinking and
understanding their needs. It provides additional tools for assessing students’ skills and
learning. One role of an influential and supportive reading teacher is to understand students’
needs and strengths through assessment (McLaughlin, 2012), which can be effectively done

through AOD. The finding from this study, drawn from teachers’ interviews, suggests that by
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the application of such AOD activities, teachers have a new opportunity to assess students’
understanding of the topic and determine their needs in Arabic reading classes.

The teachers’ interviews also showed that AOD provided teachers with development
of their skills in the application of group discussion methods as well as in the moderation of
online learning interactions. First, teachers perceived that AOD provided them with a great
opportunity to introduce group work, a practice that is often difficult to adopt in traditional
classes because of time constraints. Second, teachers perceived that their involvement in the
design and moderation of the AOD enabled them to learn more about the use of technology in
teaching. These two benefits could contribute to the teachers’ expertise and knowledge as
they adapt to new teaching roles. The significant change in instructors’ roles from FTF to
online learning — that is, where instructors need to learn how to engage, facilitate and interact
rather than only being information providers or lecturers — was highlighted by Harasim
(2000). Similarly, the two teachers in this study felt that their roles in online discussion

changed to be facilitators more than only information providers.

10.5.5 Challenges of applying AOD to teaching

As well as benefits, the application of a new mode of learning that entailed changes in
teachers’ roles generated some challenges. This was anticipated, as it was the first time the
teachers had applied and moderated AOD methods. As the teachers reported in interviews,
their new commitment exacerbated their already heavy teaching workload, thus making their
work more challenging.

The main source of difficulty in applying the AOD approach in this study was the lack
of teachers’ expertise in this mode of online teaching. Both teachers mentioned that they had
not used online discussion for teaching before and did not have adequate knowledge to
implement it successfully. They reported that the current practice of teaching Arabic reading

does not incorporate interactive tools of learning, such as AOD.
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A challenging lack of teachers’ knowledge and skills to moderate online interaction
has also been reported in previous research in different contexts (Conklin, 2005; English,
2007; Krebs, 2004; Love, 2002; Williams et al., 2001). Likewise, according to Anderson,
Rourke, Garrison and Archer (2001) a lack of teacher expertise affects teachers’ rates of
posting, content and contribution. Harasim (2000) reported that an increased workload is a
major concern for teachers, particularly at the initial application of online teaching; this
concern, however, decreases as teachers gain more experience. In the Saudi context, Al-
sultan’s (2000) study found similar results in which teachers faced some challenges in
teaching online due to their lack of technological skills and knowledge on how to teach in an
online learning environment. Although the Ministry of Education in Saudi Arabia introduced
various online programs in education sectors, since the Al-Sultan study (2000) it seems that
not much has changed regarding the incorporation of online learning tools in Arabic reading
classes. The current study suggests the need for more professional development preparation
for teachers to deal with these teaching tools and methods.

In addition, the influence of FTF teaching style in Arabic reading classes when
teaching online must be addressed. Of all the aspects of FTF learning and teaching in these
two Arabic reading classes that may have had an effect on online teaching, teacher-centered
learning, limited opportunities for interaction between students, and the lack of use of online
tools for teaching and learning are the most significant.

In light of this research and previous studies findings, it can be inferred that the
transition from the traditional form of learning to more interactive online learning poses some
challenges for teachers, as it requires more time, training and preparation to build expertise
than the current study allowed and provided. This view is supported by various authors and
researchers who suggest that online teaching and learning is different from traditional modes

of teaching and learning and requires changes in teachers’ roles, responsibilities and
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competencies (Andresen, 2009; Coppola et al., 2001; Goodyear et al., 2001). The results of
this study suggest that the instructors’ knowledge and experience of online pedagogy as well
as the current FTF pedagogy are major challenges to achieving successful implementation of

this type of BL.

10.6 Summary of the Discussion

This chapter discussed and interpreted the major findings related to the research
questions. It discussed some main issues including the insignificant effect of AOD on
students’ reading comprehension compared with FTF, the observed improvement within
groups, the potentials of blending AOD with FTF learning on students’ participation, iSSUes
related to students’ interaction types, and teachers’ and students’ perceptions of usefulness
and challenges of using a BL approach. Detailed discussions about the major factors that
resulted in insignificant quantitative results, increased participation, frequent occurrence of
some types of interaction and limited application of other factors were included. These
discussions were related to existing literature and theories in the field. Through this chapter,
some implications were provided focusing on how the use of AOD could contribute to the
current practice of teaching in Saudi Arabia as well as to students’ comprehension and
learning processes. More detailed implications will be discussed in the next chapter.

In summary, although BL did not result in significant improvement in comprehension
levels, if designed well and carefully it has the potential to bring about benefits for students’
learning in reading classes, changing students’ and teachers’ roles, creating a constructivist
learning environment and helping to solve some limitations found in typical FTF classes. As
in previous studies, this study indicated that the type of learning in Saudi Arabia poses some
difficulties and challenges that need to be solved for creating effective BL designs. This
discussion implies that greater attention should be given to instructor roles, moderating in-

depth and continued dialogical discussions and designing an effective online discussion
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activity. The next chapter provides implications and recommendations that could help in

achieving these aims.
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CHAPTER ELEVEN

CONCLUSIONS AND RECOMMENDATIONS

This chapter focuses on the major conclusions, implications and recommendations
drawn from the current study. This chapter is divided into five sections. The first section
restates the research aims and questions and summarises the major empirical findings of the
study. The second section provides some implications and recommendations that can be
drawn from these empirical findings. The third section highlights the limitations of this
research. In the fourth section, the contribution of this research is highlighted. The last section

of the chapter presents the overall conclusion and final remarks.

11.1 Research Aims, Questions and Empirical Findings

This study explored the effects of blending AOD with FTF reading classes on
students’ comprehension. The study also investigated how students participated, interacted
and discussed a set reading in AOD. Another focus of investigation was to establish how
teachers facilitate students’ learning and interaction in AOD. Finally, for the purpose of
obtaining a deep and comprehensive understanding of teachers’ and students’ experience of
using AOD, their perceptions of using AOD in reading classes were explored. In order to
achieve these aims, the researcher applied a mixed methods approach that included
quantitative and qualitative methods.

Seven research questions were addressed. These questions and a brief summary of

each the results pertinent to each question are provided as follows.
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1. Do students who participate in AOD as a supplement to FTF learning perform
better on reading comprehension tests compared with students who engage only in

FTF learning?
The results of comparison between both groups in the study showed that although the
BL group’s post-test scores were higher than the control group’s, the differences were
insignificant for the overall, literal, inferential or evaluative comprehension scores. These
results indicate that the instructions used in BL did not result in significant improvement in
students’ comprehension scores compared with FTF learning. From these results it can be

concluded that blending AOD with FTF learning was not more effective than FTF learning.

2. Do students in each group (FTF and BL) demonstrate significant improvement in
their reading comprehension scores from pre-test to post-test?

The results of comparison within groups showed that students who participated in BL
demonstrated a significant improvement from pre-test to post-test scores for overall
comprehension and all three comprehension sub-levels. However, those who participated in
FTF learning demonstrated significant improvement from pre- to post-test only in overall and

literal comprehension scores.

3. How do students participate in AOD about a reading from a set text?

In terms of the students’ participation, as the discussion progressed, the number of
participants in the AOD increased from the first discussion to the last discussion as well as the
number of messages posted. It was revealed also that, although the majority of students
participated in the discussions, their participation rates were not equal as some students’
posted more messages than others. These results indicate that application of AOD gave

students the opportunity to participate in the discussions.
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4. How do students interact with others in AOD about a reading from a set text?

Students’ discussion focused predominately on the topic and reading comprehension
strategies. In relation to discussion interaction types, the majority of the students’ discussion
focused on responding to teachers’ questions. This study provides some indicators of peer
interaction and support, application of comprehension strategies and participation in AOD.
The most frequently observed interaction behaviours were answering teacher questions,
encouragement, scaffolding comprehension strategies, questions seeking support and social
cues. In contrast, questions that started discussions, agreement and disagreement, and

reflection were the least frequent interactions patterns demonstrated by students during AOD.

5. How do teachers facilitate students’ comprehension during AOD about a reading
from a set text?

Teachers participated in the AOD by providing direct instruction, facilitating and
organising the discussion. However, teachers focused on direct instruction and encouraging
students to post and answer the questions more than on the design and organisation aspects of
moderating an online discussion, nor did they encourage sustained and interactive discussion.
Teachers used various methods to provide direct instruction, including: posting questions to
initiate discussion; providing explicit explanations, models and examples of comprehension
strategies; clarifying students’ misconceptions of these strategies; and suggesting other

sources to complement students’ understanding.

6. What are the students’ perceptions of the usefulness of using asynchronous online
discussions on their learning and reading comprehension?
Students displayed positive attitudes toward using AOD in their learning and
participation. Most students enjoyed using AOD in their classes. Students perceived some
changes in their learning including positive attitudes toward reading, learning at home and

practising new learning methods. Various factors contributed to their learning, including the
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flexibility of AOD, opportunity for participation, receiving feedback and reading peer
examples and answers. Challenges to students were the lack of prior experience in using
online group discussion for learning, having no clear understanding of how to discuss with

others, feelings of isolation, lack of immediate responses and work overload issues.

7. What are the teachers’ perceptions of the usefulness of using asynchronous online
discussions on teaching and learning in reading classes?

Teachers perceived integration of AOD as useful to encourage students’ participation
and support comprehension. The main advantages of AOD cited by teachers are opportunities
to apply new teaching methods and assessment tools, to introduce group discussion and use
technology in teaching. In term of challenges to teachers, the major issues reported were the
lack of experience in using the AOD approach, difficulty moderating and managing students’

online group discussion and a heavy workload.

11.2 Implication and Recommendations

There are significant implications that can be drawn from this study. These include
implications for: (a) teaching reading comprehension and pedagogy; (b) teacher training and
professional development, and policy makers; (c) designing effective BL including FTF and

AOD; and (d) research methodologies and future research.

11.2.1 Implication for teaching reading comprehensions and pedagogy
The results of the current research suggest some valuable implications and
recommendations for the pedagogy and teaching of comprehension in Arabic reading classes

as well as for changing teachers’ and students’ roles.

11.2.1.1 Teaching reading comprehension
Although between-group comparisons showed that no significant change was

observed in students’ comprehension post-test scores due to the instructions used in the BL
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when compared with FTF learning, the integration of AOD activities into FTF classes
provided valuable opportunities for learning and supporting comprehension strategies. A
within-groups comparison indicated that the explicit instruction in comprehension strategies
used in FTF and BL may be one of the possible factors for the observed improvement. There
are two main implications relating to insignificant differences observed and to the valuable
benefits and opportunities of BL.

Various reasons were discussed in the previous chapter that could explain the
insignificant results, including the short duration of the experiment and teachers’ insufficient
scaffolding and instruction for the three comprehension levels. To provide more effective
online discussion activities, it would be recommended to first provide adequate time for
teaching and practising each level of comprehension, irrespective of the learning design being
tested. Second, adequate support, modelling, explanation and detailed feedback should also be
offered by teachers for each level of comprehension, specifically the most difficult evaluative
level. Third, it would be more valuable for students’ comprehension to focus the students’
discussion on mastering comprehension strategies, not merely asking them to answer more
literal questions about the text. The results of within-groups comparison, taken together with
previous research, may imply that explicit instruction was just one possible factor that can
improve students’ overall and specific comprehension levels in the BL group and some
comprehension levels in the FTF group. Therefore, learning designs in both modes should
include the provision of explicit instructions for students, of comprehension strategies as well
as practical applications of the how to participate in AOD.

Regarding the valuable opportunities and advantages of applying AOD activities,
some implications can be drawn. The results of this research implied that AOD expanded time
for learning and thinking about the reading tasks gave students more opportunity to share

knowledge and discuss with others, helped students to access and read many examples and
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answers, and receive support from teachers and peers. AOD offered more opportunities for
negotiation of meaning, which may result in refining students’ understanding and
comprehension through active engagement (McLaughlin, 2012). By expanding time after
class, students had more opportunity to discuss their opinion, which was limited in FTF
classes.

The empirical findings of this research implied that such blends of AOD activities and
FTF learning, if designed carefully, could facilitate students’ learning about reading
comprehension by creating constructivist teaching and learning environments in which
students take an active role as well as involving in social interaction with others. The
instructional design applied in this study facilitated students’ learning by providing
opportunities for students to learn about comprehension strategies and skills. One form of
social constructivist support is provision of scaffolding from peers and teachers when needed.
Another important implication about how AOD contributed to students’ comprehension is by
changing some students’ attitudes toward reading subjects. The AOD activities should be
designed around these concepts as well as to include the most effective teaching strategies
that have been proven in the literature to support students’ reading comprehension, such as

modelling, explicit instruction and group discussions.

11.2.1.2 Changing teachers’ roles

The integration of AOD has benefits for changing the current practice of teachers’
roles. As reported in this research, teachers’ moderation of AOD caused changes in their
practice and roles in various ways. First, although teachers led all discussions, AOD
minimised their domination by giving students more opportunities to voice their opinions and
discuss with others, not only with teacher. Second, it helped to change teacher roles from
being an information provider to adopting a facilitator role. Consequently, AOD requires

teachers to embrace new teaching roles.
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The teacher role was perceived to be critical in supporting the successful application
and facilitation of AODs. It was learned from this study that without adequate support and
effective facilitation, the students would find learning through AOD a challenging task.
Insufficient scaffolding of students’ comprehension may also result in limited student

comprehension achievement.

11.2.1.3 Changing students’ roles

The combination of AOD and FTF learning was beneficial for changing some aspects
of students’ roles. Some students’ roles changed from being only passive to being more active
and for the student to be a regular contributor to the discussion and learning activities. In
AOD, students were encouraged to take more responsibility for their learning. By applying
AOD the learning was extended beyond the classroom, which maximised the students’
opportunity for self-learning and independent learning. It may be inferred from this research
that this method of learning could be promising and hold some benefits for changing the roles
of students in the learning environment. It could be more beneficial and recommended if

teachers give students more opportunity to lead discussions and choose set readings.

11.2.2 Implications for professional development and policy makers

One important implication of this study is that moderating and providing instruction
for online interaction and group discussion learning requires teachers to master various
teaching skills, knowledge and experience related to online learning. The students’ and
teachers’ familiarity, as well as expertise, with this medium of communication influences the
teachers’ contribution to the teaching presence (T. Anderson et al., 2001). Without such
teaching qualifications, it will be challenging for teachers to run successful online learning
activities and achieve the desirable aims.

Therefore, in preparing teachers for teaching online and applying discussion

approaches some steps must be taken. First, teachers should study and practise these
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approaches of teaching and learning during their pre-service training at the university level. It
is recommended that as a part of an academic program for pre-service teachers, some units on
online and interactive teaching be integrated. More specifically, some units that focus on
designing online learning instruction and activities are needed. This could assist teachers in
becoming familiar with the online teaching and group discussion approaches. Moreover,
ongoing teachers’ professional development training program should be undertaken. These
development programs could include training workshops that focus on developing teachers’
online teaching skills and keeping them updated with recent changes in the field.

In addition, before participation in AOD students must also be prepared and
familiarised with online learning environments and group interaction.

Policy makers and school principals should give special consideration to teachers’
workloads. Workload was one of the challenges of moderating AOD activities identified in
this study. It is recommended that to run successful AOD activities, the workload of
moderators should be reduced in other areas. This is because moderating and facilitating AOD

activities requires much effort and time, especially at the early stages of implementation.

11.2.3 Implications for designing an effective BL program

The results of this research offer valuable insights for instructors who aim to
implement BL that includes AOD and FTF learning. The first implication is that both types of
learning are important and should complement each other. Using FTF learning alone has
some limitations, such as time and participation restrictions; using AOD alone has some
restrictions, such as the lack of physical aspects leading to feelings of isolation. Therefore,
blending both learning designs can result in an improvement of teaching practice by
minimising the limitations of FTF and AOD. Although computer-mediated communication

tools are accepted as educational tools, they are unlikely to replace the traditional mode of
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learning (FTF classes) (Tu & Mclsaac, 2002). Therefore, attention should be given to
incorporate the best of both modes in teaching practice.

The second implication related to the design issue is that the instructor should pay
attention to the quality of the discussion so as to promote sustained and interactive
discussions. As this study confirmed, a high percentage of student discussion consisted of
answering teachers’ questions. However, the instances of sustained, deep discourse were
limited. The lack of the teachers’ prior experience in supporting and promoting students’
interaction in online learning with peers limited their interactions and consequently prevented
a deep construction of meaning for many students. Therefore, it is recommended that teachers
be trained and well prepared to moderate and facilitate a successful interactive and
meaningful discussion. In addition, in designing such activities, attention should be paid to
the quality of posts as well as to encourage meaningful, interactive and sustained discussions.

Teachers, instructional designers and researchers must also play various roles in order
to provide effective BL. First and foremost, to design and organise the discussion activities,
give clear expectations, guidelines and rules in order to help students to know and understand
what, when and how they should contribute and participate. Second, the design should focus
on facilitating and promoting interactive and responsive communication between students, not
just focusing on posting correct answers and maintaining participation in the discussion.
Third, the design of AOD or FTF activities should support students’ understanding of the
application of comprehension strategies and implement the most effective teaching strategies
for supporting students’ comprehension. These should include support, explanation,
modelling and prompt, adequate feedback from teachers. Fourth and more specifically, the
design should include instructions that teach students how to formulate questions, respond to

others, justify and present their argument, and finally how to be supportive.
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This research shows that incorporating online group discussion as a teaching and
learning method was one of the major problems faced by teachers and students. The main
reason for this is that teachers had not implemented this before and students had not
experienced it either. The FTF classroom teaching styles may have influenced how students
interacted in AOD. This difficulty could be attributed to the fact that traditional FTF learning
does not facilitate interactive dialogue and has limited opportunities to incorporate small
group discussion. In addition, this may be a reflection of the teacher-centered learning
approach applied in the FTF classroom environment. Therefore, to provide effective learning
experiences, it is highly recommended to offer more opportunities to introduce group
discussion and interactive approaches in both FTF classrooms and AOD to promote students’

skills and familiarity with such way of learning.

11.2.4 Implications for future research

There are some methodological implications that derive from this study and can
inform future research. First, this study applied mixed-methods research that included a quasi-
experimental design as well as qualitative approaches to investigate the effects of integration
of AOD on the first year of secondary school students’ reading comprehension levels. The
application of mixed data collection and analysis methods (e.g., tests, interviews and
discourse content analysis) allowed the researcher to compare and validate the research
findings, and consequently to have a more comprehensive understanding of the issues under
investigation. It could be argued that some of the qualitative data collection methods also
could have been applied prior to conducting the experimental study, including interviewing
students in FTF and BL groups and teachers to compare their perceptions before and after the
online discussions. This would give better understanding of how BL changes students’ and

teachers’ perceptions over time.
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An important implication for future research is extending the time of experiment. As
the between-group comparison revealed in this study, there was no significant improvement
attributed to BL design; it would be more beneficial if the intervention lasted for more than
six weeks. This could have provided more time for students’ to learn about the
comprehension strategies.

In light of the current research conclusion and the complexity of the relationship
between the quality of students’ interactions and acquisition of reading comprehension, the
researcher recommends that further research be carried out on this particular issue. The
research should focus on investigating various aspects that relate to change in reading
comprehension achievement. It will be significant for the future research to focus on the
correlation between various factors that influence students’ achievement in reading
comprehension at secondary school level. Possible research foci could be the correlation
between the students’ participation rates and comprehension achievement scores or the
association between the students’ attitudes toward reading subjects, online discussion and
reading comprehension achievement. It will be valuable to explore what factors could impact
the changes in comprehension achievement and changes in students’ participation. A further
research focus could be on the correlation between the participation rates in online discussion
forums and on FTF classroom setting.

Future research could also focus on investigating the differences between active and
inactive participants and the contributing factors for both conditions. As implied from this
research, there is a variation between students in their participation rates. As a further step, if
these variations are explored it could contribute to the designing of effective and successful
online discussions.

Another valuable area to research is the exploration of effective characteristics of

social negotiation of meaning that would improve the reading comprehension at secondary
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school level. More insights into the significance and contribution of students’ interaction
types would be enhanced by exploring how each type of discussion and interaction
(e.g., encouragement, scaffolding, reflection, asking questions) could affect and contribute to
the students’ reading comprehension achievement and participation.

To achieve a deeper understanding of the usefulness of blending AOD with FTF
classes on the current practice of teaching Arabic language, future research should investigate
this issue from a large number of teachers’ perspectives. In this research, only two teachers
participated, which is not a sufficiently comprehensive perspective of teachers in Saudi
Arabia.To get a broader view, future research could include the views of policy makers and
administrative staff about such design. Overall, more data gained from various perspectives,
additional schools and larger teacher samples would strengthen the findings and conclusions
of this study about the effectiveness of AOD in supporting FTF reading classes.

Another area of research related to the use of AOD and reading comprehension is to
explore how various teaching comprehension strategies could be designed and delivered by
using online discussion tools. In this study, group discussion strategy was delivered through
teacher-initiated online discussion forums. In the next steps, researchers could investigate

other strategies such as student-generated questions, literature circles, and so on.

11.3 Limitations

As with most studies in the educational field, this study is by no means complete.

Consequently, it has some limitations that are described below.

11.3.1 Lack of previous research
The first limitation encountered in this research was the lack of previous
investigations on the impact of using online discussion forums at secondary school level in a

Saudi Arabian context, and specifically within the context of Arabic comprehension reading.

265



Online Discussion and Comprehension

This limitation makes it difficult to compare the current research results with other research
carried out in the Saudi Arabian context. To compensate for this limitation, the findings were
compared with research from different levels (e.g., higher education) and focus (e.g., other
subjects), from Saudi Arabia as well as from other countries. Therefore, these comparisons

and interpretations must be considered with caution.

11.3.2 Non-random sampling

As reported in Chapter 4, this quasi-experimental study did not apply random
assignment to the sampling units (students), as it was difficult to change the FTF classroom
structure and organisation. This made it difficult to control all factors that may have affected
students’ reading comprehension achievement. In order to overcome this limitation, the
researcher applied pre-tests and ANCOVA statistical analysis to control for the pre-existing

variation between groups.

11.3.3 Time limits

Limited time for training teachers and students was a major limitation observed in this
research. This included short time to prepare teachers on AOD moderation and to prepare
students on how to use AOD, as well as how to interact with their peers. Limited preparation
of participants for the online discussion potentially influenced the effective use of AOD in
this study.

In addition, the 12 AODs lasted six weeks. Each AOD was available only for 35
minutes during school time and open for three days after school. This limitation could have an
influence on the quantity and quality of students’ posts.

The time for focusing on each comprehension level was limited. As reported in
Chapter 4, the literal and evaluative comprehension levels were covered in three discussions

each, and inferential comprehension level was covered in six discussions. The short time for

266



Online Discussion and Comprehension

discussing both literal and evaluative comprehension online may be on factor that influenced

students’ learning and reading comprehension achievement.

11.3.4 Limitations for generalisability

There are some factors that limit the generalisability of these research findings. First,
this research was conducted in a particular context (Saudi Arabia reading comprehension),
which restricts generalisation. Second, the small sample size affects the generalisation. The
sample size was determined by the nature of the quasi-experimental design as well as the time
constraints on this study. These study results therefore cannot be generalised to female

students due to fact that the Saudi Educational System separates male from female students.

11.4 Contribution of Research

This research contributes to the research fields of online teaching and reading
comprehension in various ways. This study contributes to the body of knowledge about the
effectiveness of using AOD for secondary school reading comprehension instruction in Saudi
Arabia. As reported in the Introduction and Literature Review chapters, there were no studies
investigating the use of AOD in secondary school reading comprehension instruction in Saudi
Arabia. Another contribution of the study to the body of knowledge is that this study
combined different learning and instructional design to support students’ comprehension and
learning, including small group discussion and explicit instruction of comprehension
strategies and online interaction between students.

This study has significance for the application of mixed research methods that
evidence how the design could generate a deeper understanding on the implementation of BL.

The study highlights the potential advantages of AOD that could add to current
teaching practices. It presents the possible challenges and obstructions that can occur in the

process of such integration. The identification of advantages and challenges could assist
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educators to provide an effective blend of online discussion teaching and FTF learning. As the
Ministry of Education in Saudi Arabia has initiated and implemented several forms of online
learning, this study could inform such online programs, especially at a secondary school level.
The study provided an example of how FTF and online discussion learning can be blended for
supporting reading comprehension practice.

In addition, because there was no existing test tool this study developed and provides
tests to assess Arabic reading comprehension at three levels for students’ at first year of
secondary school in Saudi Arabia. However, these comprehension tests need improvement

and should be piloted, revised and validated with a larger sample.

11.5 Final Conclusions and Remarks

Overall, the findings of this study conclude that although there was no significant
effect of blending AOD with FTF reading classes in terms of students’ reading
comprehension compared to FTF learning, the integration of AOD has the potential to benefit
students’ participation, learning about comprehension strategies, interaction and attitudes
toward learning in reading classes. Based on this study and previous research, it can be said
that the effective blending of online group discussion with FTF learning has the potential to
support a shift in teaching reading practice, from teacher-centered learning to student-centered
learning, individual learning to collaborative and interactive learning, transmission of
information to co-construction of knowledge, and removal of time and place constraints from
traditional FTF teaching and learning.

However, achieving these shifts in teaching reading comprehension practice and
pedagogies poses a major challenge, as it requires careful design of activities, development of
teachers’ knowledge and skills in moderating online interaction and group discussion, and

improvement of students’ learning, discussion and interaction and thinking skills.
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To conclude, as rapid and ongoing developments and changes are occurring in
education practices and curricula in Saudi Arabia, particularly in the area of teaching reading
and the application of communication technologies, it is important to introduce new methods
of learning and teaching to facilitate productive and effective learning. This research provided
an example of how blended learning that includes face-to-face and asynchronous online
discussion can be designed and applied in reading classes at a secondary school level.
Furthermore, it provides educators with examples that can guide them in implementing online
group discussion, as a tool and approach to facilitate teaching and learning about reading

comprehension.
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Appendix A: Pre-test Reading Comprehension Texts and Questions

Pre-test: Arabic Text 1 (Fingerprints)
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1-

Pre-test: Translated copy of Text 1 (Fingerprints)

No one could realize what the making of the fingertips has as a great indication
unless they realize the strange fact which the scientists have found after a lot of
research and study and induction throughout history in different parts of the world
which is that it is impossible to have identical fingerprints of two different people.
Science was able, not long ago, to find a special method of storing fingerprints and to
identify the ways of benefitting from that achievement. Since the year 1900 the
advancement has accelerated in the field of benefitting from fingerprints in various
aspects and facilities which require verifying the identities of the individuals. It was
possible to identify the fingerprints of international criminals and establish a system to
organize the fingerprints and store them and another system for the toe prints.
Television will be used in the future to broadcast pictures of the fingerprints to
facilitate the process of locating criminals wherever they are and verify the identity of
individuals with maximum speed.

A thief burgled a hospital in Japan in 1880 after he climbed a chimney. He left clear
black marks of his fingerprints on the bright white hospital furniture. One of the
hospital doctors examined these marks and compared it under the microscope with the
fingerprints of the perpetrator, who was caught later on, and it was found that the
marks match his fingerprints.

That’s how people started to think about benefitting from individual fingerprints in
finding the perpetrators in mysterious criminal incidents. But it was limited to be used
as an evidence to prove the charge against the criminal and arrest him. The benefit
was dependant on the accuracy of the investigation the success to include the
perpetrator among the suspects.

The means of identifying the invisible fingerprints and collect them in criminal
incidents and put a system of recording the individual fingerprints of those who were
used to attack people and property and to compare it with the fingerprints collected
from the crime scene. Then the fingerprints recording systems have advanced till it
was possible to identify the unknown perpetrator who leaves his fingerprints at the
crime scene even if he left one fingerprint behind.

Fingerprints are now considered exclusive scientific evidence, undoubtedly in front of
courts and in front of all similar institutions even if it is not supported by other forms
of evidence. The scientific methods used by fingerprints scientists has proved that it is
impossible for two fingerprints of two persons to be identical even for two different
fingers of the same person because the possibility of having two identical fingerprints
can only happen among people who number as many folds of the inhabitants of Earth,
in other words the only possibility of having the same fingerprints of two different
people is among 64 billion people. And the only possibility of having identical
fingerprints for the ten fingers for two different persons, as a matter of probability can
happen only once in 4660337 centuries!!! When the number of the inhabitants of the
earth is 6.5 billion people we realize the total impossibility of finding two identical
fingerprints.

Fingerprints are useful in many ways which are hard to number because it cannot be
doubted in proving the identity. It can be used in all areas and functions where it is
required to identify a certain person whether in civil, commercial, employment or
criminal purposes. Some countries have established anti fraud and anti forgery
systems in employment, civil and commercial documents and deeds by using
fingerprints instead of signatures. Fingerprints are used also in having criminals
engaged in jobs, trades and services which require honesty and integrity of the people
who perform them.

It is worth mentioning that the external appearance of fingerprints can tell the age of
the person who owns them. It can tell about the profession of the person as well. Glory
to the Great creator, The Almighty of unlimited magnificence.
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Arabic Pre-test

Questions for Text 1: (Fingerprints)

() claay) J oY) padl) LS

ALy
(goaall £181 b i) i) 1§ Jlged)

rolbanal) (e il 3 (yiailh (i€ cbal) Cilanay aladiivd X b Calgal) <3

ade ey (Sa Y ¢

:Jah 53 g Aula) i) ) ) D ) sadd
2180 ale (B pall o gl 1 AR Jisudl)

) Claay e SN ekl alaaiad Ty )

Ol & i) gaa) 8 e Claay caii) Y
YLl i A aia) Claay (e BIEY) b aaiills yla) ¥
52V sl e 8 alial) alasil fay 8

1ot il (B duayipl) B SAY sCIEN J)guad)

Opeaall e i 8 el aladiul 18K # 58 )

caa¥) Clanay L€l dad 83 Y

Adlise CWlae 8 abal) Clanay claladiivl 5 ) shi 7 58 Y

- bl 8 abal) Clacay claladial 83 €

198 O pdaiall ¢ (ladald) alS ) 1) Jiged)

Cifleg g8 dda Y Cifie e ¥ Lsd Sls pad )
s ¢ adalall (e gt 5 ualdd) ) gesd)

ainall L Gaall s ALY ey sl Clanay aladivl )

a8 ) Jie Lpuadl LS Ll aanil i 20308 alia) Cilanay Y

ainall 8 Bacall s AV aady ¥ albal) Claay aladinl ¥

Lpal) LS L) (g acinall cangy Y abal) Cilacay aladinl

s adald Jlag aadiad alal) cilaas (aill o el s wdbaad) J) ead)
Leie RlSl A ge )

a (e ) die LedlIIS) Y

-5 S OYlae A Lgaladinl €

300



Online Discussion and Comprehension

e pall) Bl adde s aabaad) J) el
gaddll N S5 elaladl J) g8l S Y Aagall il 5 28 Y1 S5 Y Al Clacay A8Ka slaul S5 )

252 JUial) 1 A (e Chagd): cpaldl) ) gead)

) Claay 3 8 Jsa ()l Cagin ¥ (o)Al gl Y (sl Al )

) Cilaay i (b il laa ol ) " cplida Guadddl laay GUaT o it 5 kel oda Ja:aulill J) sl
2 4 of U ) Jiad

301



Online Discussion and Comprehension

Translated Copy of Pre-test Questions for Text 1: (Fingerprints)

Question 1: Write your answer in the spaces provided

Question 1: The writer mentioned the benefits of using fingerprints. Mention two of them:

Questions 2 to 9: Choose only one answer

Question 2: According to the passage, in 1900:

1- Television started to be used for finding fingerprints

2- Fingerprints were discovered in a hospital in Japan

3- Advancement continued to benefit from fingerprints in many fields
4- Fingerprints started to be used in maternity hospitals

Question 3: The main idea in the passage is:

1- To explain the use of fingerprints for finding criminals

2- To tell the story of discovering fingerprints

3- To explain the development and use of fingerprints in different fields
4- To mention the uses of fingerprints in hospitals

Question 4: The synonym for the word (exclusive) in paragraph 5 is:

1- Not strong evidence

2- Hasn’t been proofed

3- Strong evidence and proofed
4- Not reliable

Question 5: We understand from paragraph 6 that:

1- Using fingerprints encourages honesty and truthfulness in society

2- Fingerprints are used only to determine bad behaviour, like theft

3- Using fingerprints doesn’t encourage honesty and truthfulness in society
4- Using fingerprints doesn’t protect society from bad behaviour

Question 6: According to the passage, fingerprints are used as decisive evidence because:

1- They are easy to find

2- Itis hard to find two identical fingerprints for two different people
3- They have been discovered for a long time

4- They can be used in many fields

Question 7: The writer in the passage relied on:

1- Mentioning the names of the people who discovered fingerprints
2- Mentioning numbers and accurate calculations

3- Mentioning quotes from scientists

4-  Mentioning his own opinion
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Question 8: The aim of writing this article is to:

1- Entertain the reader
2- Convince the reader
3- Inform the reader about the benefits of using fingerprints

Question 9: “It is impossible to have identical fingerprints of two different people”. Is
this statement from the passage ‘fingerprints’ an opinion or a fact?

1- An opinion
2- Afact
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Pre-test: Arabic Text 2 (Trades and Professions)
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1-

Pre-test: Translated copy of Text 2 (Trades and Professions)

It is not enough for a parent to bring up his children in a way that matches his standing and
suits his situation but he has to teach them trades that can help them to earn living and live an
honourable life and empower them in the future to support their children from what they earn
from the trade they had learned. Regardless of a person’s wealth and riches he has to liken the
work to his children and accustom them to looking for work. He has no excuse if he didn’t
teach them trades which open the doors of earning for them and not to rely on his wealth.

All wise people in life don’t spare an effort urging their children to be active and work hard,
as they know what that entails of great benefits for them and their children. In addition to that
in this way they safeguard for their children in case they fall on hard times and they lose their
money so the doors to earning living won’t be closed in their faces. They will probably be
able by the virtue of the trades they learned to regain the money they lost and restore the
standing they have in the community. That’s why we find the high ups and those with great
wealth try their best to teach their children the top professions so if things turn sour they
won’t lack the means to earn living, in fear of becoming a heavy burden on others or those
who rejoice and look at them with despise. So the person would rather be enshrouded and
buried in the darkest of graves than to be in need of others, especially in living matters.

No one, doesn’t matter how high he is, or how rich he can be or how solid his glory, is safe
from the calamities of life. Many families who have descended from tremendously wealthy
background were ruined from the foundations because the people in charge of them have
overlooked learning trades. Likewise so many houses whose occupants lived in poverty and
misery was written on their walls and laziness was deep rooted in them, those occupants have
made big fortunes and achieved fame and high position by the virtue of the trades they
practiced. If the rich and the wealthy are not excused for not teaching their children trades so
what about the needy and poor when they are the ones who need it and should feel its benefits
most. So many underprivileged parents let their children in the streets like the discarded who
have no shepherd as they get from the mob the poison of corruption and are brought up with
shameful behavior and are reared with bad behavior and evil ethics. If they have to survive
they find that the doors are locked in their faces so they resort to looting and robbery or other
kinds of evil behavior in order to earn living, then they and their parents are cursed by
everyone.

Take heed O parents, and be afraid of the bad results and have mercy on your off springs and
pave the way of comfort and good luck in this life and the life to come by teaching them a
trade that can offer them the means of living and protect them from rainy days and the
changes of fortune and leave them with a trade that suits them, that will be better for you and
for them as well. That will be better than leaving them money which they might waste sooner
or later on prohibitions if they don’t have a trade that keeps them away from dirty and
shameful behavior. If you heed the advice you will earn the fruits of that, otherwise you will
earn the thorns of regret and taste the bitterness of the bitter melons.

O parents if you want to establish a happy future for your children you need to teach them,
from a young age, a trade that can keep them away from relying on others and empower them
to support a big family and bring them up in a way that benefit their country. A trade might
bestow honour on its practitioner and keep the evils of hardship away from him and keep him
away from harm ways.
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Arabic Pre-test Questions for Text 2: (Trades and Professions)
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Translated Copy of Pre-test Questions for Text 2

(Trades and Professions)

Question 1: Write your answer in the spaces provided

Question 1: The writer mentioned the benefits of learning a trade or a profession. Mention two
of them:

Questions 2 to 8: Choose only one answer

Question 2: The writer in the passage says the responsibility of the parents is:

1- To support their children and pay for them

2- To pay for them and teach them a trade or a profession

3- To leave it to the children to take responsibility for themselves
4- Not to be concerned about teaching them a trade if they are rich

Question 3: The aim for writing paragraph 3 is to:

1- Explain the benefits of learning professions

2- Explain the risks of neglecting to teach children a trade or profession
3- Show the care taken by wise parents to teach their children trades

4- Show the effects of learning trades on children’s futures

Question 4: The meaning of (4 4a gxie 34)) in the first paragraph, third line is:

1- He must

2- Itisupto him

3- Iltis better for him to
4- He must not

Question 5: According to the writer, which one is better, “The rich who doesn’t have a
trade or the poor who has a trade”?

1- They are both the same

2- The rich person who doesn’t have a trade
3- The poor person who has a trade

4- The writer didn’t state any difference

Question 6: The writer in the passage indicates that:

1- The rich should teach their children a trade

2- The rich and the poor should teach their children a trade
3- The poor should learn a trade

4- The rich don’t need to learn a trade
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Question 7: “take heed Oh parents, and be afraid of the bad results and have mercy on your off
springs and pave the way of comfort and good luck in this life”.

The overwhelming sentiment in this sentence (paragraph 4) indicates:

1- Joy

2- Optimism
3- Fear

4-  Anger

Question 8: “A trade might bestow honour on its practitioner and keep the evils of hardship away
from him and keep him away from harm ways”

Is this statement from the passage, an opinion or a fact?

1- An opinion
2- Afact
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Appendix B: Post-test Reading Comprehension Passages and Questions

Post-test: Arabic Text 1 (Smoking)
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10

Post-test: Translated copy of Text 1 (Smoking)

Smoking causes a lot of risks and plays a big role in a lot of illnesses mainly heart diseases,
lung cancer and respiratory infections. It also has a lot of effects on aging and disability, it
increases the rate of death

From the studies which were done to prove the correlation between smoking and lung cancer
which showed that the rate of deaths among those who get that type of cancer increases with
the number of cigarettes smoked. From these studies there were studies which compared
between smokers who were inflicted with some diseases and some peers who were non
smokers. These studies showed the correlation of some particular diseases and smoking. What
was included in these studies was the functions of the heart and lung to show the effect of
chronic and temporary smoking on them

Other studies were done to compare many cases of smokers with other cases of non smokers
and to show the rate of deaths and disabilities. This comparison continued for several
consecutive years from Canada, the United States and the United Kingdom, these studies have
confirmed that there is a correlation between smoking and the increase in the rate of deaths
and disabilities as a result of certain illnesses.

The increase in the rate of deaths among smokers is due to the increase in the rate of falling
sick with some illnesses mainly lung cancer, respiratory infections, heart diseases and the
cardio vascular system in addition to other diseases such as cancers of the stomach, larynx,
pharynx and the bladder.

Smokers put lesser effort than non smokers in the public service and daily work because they
get sick a lot and stay in bed and because of the fatigue which affects smokers.

The studies have also showed that there is a strong relationship between smoking and
bronchitis and the cough and phlegm spread between smokers as much as they smoke. This
results in the narrowing of the air passages and hinders the exchange of gases in the lungs and
all what that entails of serious results.

What these studies have confirmed that heart diseases increase among smokers more than
others. Angina is the most common illnesses among smokers, and the risk increases among
those who suffer high blood pressure, obesity, diabetes and higher cholesterol in the blood.
That showed that the smoke from cigarettes leads to increased certain secretion of the adrenal
gland and that leads to the viscosity of blood platelets which increases the risk of bleeding
and the concentration of fats in the blood and increases the heart beats which causes sudden
death. Smoking could lead to Atherosclerosis which causes disability or death as a result of
the blood not reaching the brain or the feet. And one of the diseases related to smoking also is
the cancer of the mouth, pharynx, bladder, stomach ulcers and tuberculosis.

One of the harms, which the study showed in relation to smoking, is that smoking causes
weight loss in the new born when the mother smokes during the pregnancy. And can put the
pregnant woman at risk of miscarriage. Smoking can also cause weight loss of the smokers

Is there enough in that to ring the alarm bells? Are the young men particularly aware of what
awaits them of risk and harm if they think of smoking and started to smoke..

All relevant authorities and health institutions in particular have to act and try to protect
people from these harms and not to leave the youth fall into it in pursuit of false imitation and
chasing the illusion of false greatness.
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Arabic Post-test Questions for Text 1: (Smoking)
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Translated Copy of Post-test Questions for Text 1: (Smoking)

Question 1: Write your answer in the spaces provided

Question 1: The writer mentioned the harmful effects of smoking. Mention two of them:

Questions 2 to 9: Choose only one answer

Question 2: According to the passage, smoking causes a rise in deaths because it:

1- Takesa lot of time

2- Causes a lot of dangerous and fatal diseases
3- Destroys the nutrition system

4- Costs a lot of money

Question 3: The meaning of (False imitation) in paragraph 10 is:

1- Doing something right

2- Doing something without thinking it through
3- Doing something bad and deceitful

4- Doing something distinguished and unique

Question 4: The main idea emphasised in the passage explains that smoking:

1- Impacts the environment

2- Wastes money

3- Has a lot of negative effects on health and society
4- Affects youth only

Question 5: We can conclude from the passage that:

1- Smokers are more productive than non-smokers

2- Smokers and non-smokers are the same in daily work

3- Smoking doesn’t affect daily work

4- Non-smokers are more effective and productive in daily work compared with smokers

Question 6: The writer in the passage suggests that:

1- Itis difficult to find solutions for the problem of smoking

2- Itis possible to solve the problem of smoking through individual effort
3- Collaborative work is important in solving the problem of smoking

4- Attempts to solve the problem of smoking have been successful

Question 7: To convince the reader, the writer in the passage relied on:

1- Stories

2- Studies and comparisons between countries
3- Personal experience

4- Numbers and statistics
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Question 8: The aim of the writer in this article is to:

1- Entertain the reader

2- Tell astory

3- Convince the reader of the harm caused by smoking
4- Explain the negative effects of smoking

Question 9: Is the following statement from the passage “Smoking” an opinion or a fact? « heart
diseases increase among smokers more than others.”

1- An opinion
2- Afact.
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1-

Post-test: Translated copy of Text 2

(To whom life can be sheer happiness?)

To whom life can be sheer happiness?

Many people ask themselves this question, and many people can’t find the answer for that
guestion, because it varies with their understanding of the concepts of happiness and comfort.
This has made reaching an agreement on that the fourth impossibility, if they are still three.
Some folk said: Happiness is good health, others said it is faith, some others said it is
tranquility. Someone believes it is wealth. We find People who have this belief waste the
moments of real happiness in life chasing what they delusionary call happiness.

Big argument, generations and years could pass and people haven’t been able to identify its
meaning. In the past one poet said:

Life can be happy for an ignorant or oblivious

To what has gone by and what is expected

And to the person who argues against facts

And asks for the impossible, so he becomes greedy

But is it true that happiness is confined to the ignorant, oblivious and the deceitful? I very
much doubt that. | believe that the one who said it was under the influence of what we call
disappointment.

If we haven’t been able to define the concept of happiness yet, let’s wonder about the effects
of losing it and how people express their feeling towards it and their eagerness for it?

In the past one of the poets said that complaining is the true expression of dissatisfaction with
the reality and not feeling contended with it. This opinion leads him to never ending
astonishment and weirdness as a result of what he had heard of people complaints and their
whimper of the reality. Until he wondered with some kind of novelty:

Everyone | met complains about his life

I wonder to whom does this life belong?

And this, in an opinion- which is also the victim of pessimism and disappointment too,
otherwise we have read sayings of the other opinion which is more optimistic than we
consider close to reality when they said: One of the necessities of life, whose demands are
endless, to the extent where you can explain your hopes and ambitions you will have your
share of people’s interest and respect. They went further with their optimism so they said: The
crying of the newborn at time of his birth and afterwards is a proof of his existence, and a part
of his demand for his rights in it. This expression has as much reality as novelty.

Hardship is befallen because it exists with the human being. It gives him a rest sometimes but
it doesn’t leave him. Some of those strugglers probably consider it one of the ways for
pleasure. Despair can reach a struggler’s heart and mind even after a long while, he would not
find of obstacles of what doubles his enthusiasm and strengthen his prowess because it is like
the sharpening of a knife for his defensive talents.

But | feel the real happiness is the absolute faith in God, and surrendering to his great power,
and the inclusiveness of his awareness and knowledge, whichever he wants will happen and
whichever he doesn’t want will never take place and that even if everyone puts all their effort
for a good or an evil they wouldn’t achieve the first or prevent the second unless they have
God’s will and predestination.

317



Online Discussion and Comprehension
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Translated Copy of Post-test Questions for Text 2: Who can have a happy life?

Question 1: Write your answer in the spaces provided

Question 1: The writer mentioned that the main reason for true happiness is:

Questions 2 to 8: Choose only one answer

Question 2: The writer said in the passage that:

1- There is no difference between people in the way they understand happiness
2- There is a big difference between people in the way they identify happiness
3- People agree that happiness is being wealthy
4- People agree that happiness is being healthy

Question 3: The writer means by the words (84l slia) in paragraph 3:

1- Finding happiness
2- Facing problems
3- Achieving goals
4- Disappointment

Question 4: The aim of paragraph 6 is to:

1- Identify the writer’s opinion of the meaning of happiness
2- Identify people’s opinion of the meaning of happiness

3- State that it is impossible to achieve happiness

4- ldentify the wrong concept of happiness

Question 5: We conclude from the passage that achieving happiness:

1- Depends on a person’s understanding of happiness

2- Depends on the amount of money a person has

3- Is not affected by the way a person understands happiness
4-  Depends on health

Question 6: In paragraph 4 the writer thinks that complaints and disappointments are the
results of:

1- Lack of happiness and understanding its meaning
2- Not getting appreciation from other people

3- Facing difficulties in life

4- Poverty

Question 7: ol Liall o (g mdi il o A2 oSy Y (e JS

The overwhelming sentiment in this verse of poetry (paragraph 4) is:

1- Pessimism

2- Optimism
3- Joy
4-  Anger
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Question 8: Is the following statement from this passage “Because it varies with their
understanding of the concepts of happiness and comfort..” an opinion or a fact?

1- An opinion
2- Afact
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Appendix C: Interview Questions for Students (English Translation)

© © N o

10.
11.

12.

How did you feel about learning with online discussion?

Do you think that learning by collaborating with others was effective? Could you
explain?

How can blending online discussion with face-to-face instruction be different from
traditional classroom instruction?

How does online discussion affect your reading comprehension?

What are the impacts of online discussion on your participation in the class
discussion?

What did you like about online discussion?

What are the difficulties you faced with online discussion?

How does having a flexible time and place to participate help for learning?

Do you agree that sharing information helped you understand the topics? Please
explain.

How does group discussion assist your comprehension of the text?

How do you describe the role of the teacher in facilitating learning through online
discussion?

Do you have comments or suggestions? If yes, could you please provide?
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Students’ Interview Questions: Arabic Version
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Appendix D: Interview Questions for Teachers (English Translation)

a > Wb oE

10.

11.

12.

13.
14.

15.
16.

How long have you been teaching?

What are your teaching qualifications?

What is your content area of teaching?

What grade in secondary school do you teach?

Do you have experience with using the Internet and technology in your life and
teaching? If yes, what are experiences do you have?

From your observation, did you think students were satisfied using online discussion?
How did you feel about teaching with online discussion? Are you satisfied with it?
What do you think are the advantages of using online discussion for teaching reading
to students? Levels of comprehension?

Does online discussion support students’ reading comprehension strategies? If yes,
could you please describe?

Do you think students’ participation was improved by using online discussion? If yes,
could you explain how?

From your observation in the classroom, do you feel students’ attitudes were changed
by the students’ participation in online classes?

Do you think students were active in face-to-face discussion after participating in
online learning? Explain please.

How do you describe your role in online discussion?

What do you think are the difficulties in applying online discussion in teaching
reading?

How could these challenges be solved?

Do you have any recommendations for applying online lessons? Please give

examples.

324



Online Discussion and Comprehension

Teachers’ Interview Questions: Arabic Version
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Appendix E: Overview of AOD Syllabus: Topics, Types of Texts, Focus of the Discussions and Example Discussion Questions

Disc- | Topics Type of Focus of the Discussion Examples Discussion Questions
ussions Texts
1 Happiness Expository | Drawing conclusion “You have learned about happiness this week: write three inferences you can take from
the text about happiness.”
2 Ebn Taimiah Biography | Literal “According to the text, what are the main characteristics of Ebn Taimiah?
3 Fingerprints Expository | Inferring text ideas “After reading the text, what is the main idea of the text, and what are the sub-ideas
that are discussed in the text?”
4 Fingerprints Expository | Evaluating text purposes | “What is the main purpose of writing this text? 1) To entertain the reader; 2) To warn
the reader; 3) To inform the reader about the benefits of using fingerprints; or 4) Other
(please identify). Use examples from the text to support your answer.”
5 Loyalty Story Drawing conclusion “What are the important inferences and benefits you gained from this story?”
6 From the roots | Expository | Literal “What are the main benefits of the Gulf location?”
of unity
among Gulf
citizens
7 From the roots | Expository | Inferring text ideas “What are the main and sub-ideas that are discussed in the Gulf Countries text?
of unity Mention first the main idea and after that list the sub-ideas.
among Gulf
citizens
8 A shiny page | Shortstory | Inferring word meaning | “What does word (bright story) mean in this text? Use the context of this word to
of our answer the question and use this word in a new sentence.
scientific
history
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Disc- | Topics Type of Focus of the Discussion Examples Discussion Questions
ussions Texts
9 A shiny page Short story | Evaluation of text “What is the main purpose of the author in writing the text? To entertain, warn, inform
of our purpose, evidence (facts | or persuade? What evidence was used by the author to support this purpose? — Using
scientific and opinions), author’s | non-Arab scientists’ opinions; - Listing some inventions that were created by Arabs; -
history feeling Both answers; — Other evidence (please identify)”. Does the author in this text provide
facts or opinions?
“2. How do you describe the author’s feeling in this text: — Joy; - Anger; — Fear; —
Proud.”
10 King Faisal Biography | Inferring word meaning | “What did the author mean by the words “patience, 34”2 Use this phrase in a
describes his sentence.”
great father
11 King Faisal Biography | Literal “What are the main characteristics of King Fisal that were mentioned in the text?”
describes his
great father
12 King Faisal Biography | Evaluation of text: “What is the author’s purpose of writing the text? How did the author support his
describes his Author’s purpose and purpose in this text? Give an example. How does this evidence support the author’s
great father evidence. ideas?”
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Appendix F: Examples of Lessons Design, Discussions and Teachers’ Plan:

Example 1: Lesson Design: Fingerprints Text (Week 2, Discussions 3)

Teachers and the researcher were involved in collaborative lesson plan design and
implementation. The topic was “fingerprints”, which was an expository text. This text
described the history of fingerprints, their development, application and advantages.

Face-to-Face Phase

For this study both control (FTF) and experimental (BL) groups attended face-to-face (FTF)
reading classes. After this traditional class, students in the experimental group were involved
in online small group discussion forums during the week. In the FTF classes, the main aims
were to activate students’ prior knowledge, understanding the main ideas of the text,
understanding word meaning as well as understanding comprehension strategies, and reading
aloud to help students read correctly. This section followed some processes, including:

1) The teacher started activating students’ knowledge about the text by asking some
questions that focused on what students already knew about the topic. For example:
what is a fingerprint? what are the benefits of using fingerprints? In this part of the
class, some students participated by answering the questions.

2) In the second part of the class, the teacher asked students to read silently, think about
the main idea of the text, and highlight any difficult words that they did not
understand. After silent reading, the teacher asked students about the main idea of the
text. The teacher then asked students if they encountered any difficult words they did
not understand. If so, the teacher asked students to write them on the board and
encouraged other students to use them in a sentence and suggest the meaning of the
word. The teacher briefly explained some comprehension strategies related to the text,
such as main ideas and sub-ideas.

3) In the third part of face-to-face classes, the teacher asked some questions about the
text, focusing on the text ideas and the main conclusions that students drew from the
text. In this phase, the teacher asked questions and some students answered the
questions.

4) In the final part of the class, the teacher read the text aloud and chose some students to
also read it aloud. The teacher focused in this way on correcting fluency and reading.

The previous steps are used in traditional FTF reading classes as the main instruction and
teaching process. After these FTF classes, students in the FTF group were given some
questions that focused on comprehension strategies to be completed as homework, while the
BL group were asked to involve in AODs during and after class time, as explained below.
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AOD Phase (Experimental Group)

Thirty-two students were assigned purposively into five small experimental groups as
discussed in the Chapter 4. The main aim of this phase was that students involve in social
interaction and discussion about the text within their small groups. In the discussion, students
were required to actively collaborate with others, answering the text, reading others’ posts,
supporting others’ participation, sharing ideas and providing comments and feedback.

The teacher collaborated with the researcher in this phase of planning, implementing and
facilitating the discussion activities. The teacher posed questions about the text after FTF
classes. In addition, the teacher provided instructions, examples and appropriate support and
feedback in these classes.

Teachers and students in the online discussion forums followed some instructions and
processes:

1. The teacher collaborated with the researcher to plan the activities by using a plan sheet.
The topic was identified (e.g., fingerprints), and a set text chosen that aimed to describe
the history of fingerprints, historical developments, applications and benefits of using this
method in different aspects of life.

Goal: The main goal of this online activity was to assist students to understand the main
ideas and sub-ideas of the text by being involved in online small group discussion in
which they were required to share and discuss ideas within their group.

Objectives: Given online discussion activities, students should have been able to:

- lIdentify the main idea of the text.

- ldentify the sub-ideas discussed in the text.

- Post an answer to the question in the online discussion.

- Read others students’ posts in the small group.

- Discuss and comment on others’ posts.

- Pose questions.

- Collaborate actively with peers in small group discussion.

Teachers also identified objectives for participation rates and duration:

- Posting one to two answers.

- Posting one to three comments.

- Posing one to two questions.

- Time limit of one discussion (one 35-minute session during school time and three
days outside school time).

2. Implementation: after finishing the FTF reading class, the teacher encouraged students to
access the website, read the question, and encouraged them to participate in discussion
with others as per instructions.
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3. The teacher posed the question about the text on the same day, focusing on one level of
reading comprehension per week (e.g., understanding the main idea and sub-ideas of the
text). For example,:

“After reading the text, what is the main idea of the text and what are the sub-ideas
that are discussed in the text?”

4. The teacher also explained the aims and focus of the discussion in each week,
expectations, and offered instructions on how to participate, which were:

a) Read the example given by the teacher on how to identify the main idea of the text.
(Teachers offered an example on how to identify the main and sub-ideas.)

b)  Answer the question with no more than two answers.

€) Read your group’s posts about the text.

d) Discuss the answers provided within the group, for example, elaborating others’
answers, supporting others’ answers by providing examples or evidence from the
text, arguing about these posts or commenting. You should write no more than three
posts (comments) in each topic per discussion.

e) Pose one to two questions about these posts in your group.

f)  You have three days to complete these activities.

5. Students were then involved in discussion over 35 minutes during school time and three
days outside school time. Discussions centered on the set text, focusing on the main and
sub-ideas of the text following the suggested instructions by the teacher.

6. Every group was allowed to participate only in their group forum but they could read
other groups’ discussions.

7. The teacher provided some feedback at the end of the week and in the next FTF class.
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Example 2: Reading Activities

Instruction
Phase Activities (teachers) Activities (students)
Phase 1: 1. Introduce the text 1. Read the text
FTF reading 2. Activate prior knowledge 2. Participate in the class
class instruction 3. Read the text activities
4. Ask questions about the text 3. Answer the questions about
5. Explain some comprehension strategies the text as homework.
Phase 2: Online 1. Pose the question about the text studied 1. Answer the question with no
discussion in the last class more than two answers
(small group) 2. Give instructions and explain the tasks 2. Read others’ comments and
3. Give an example and explain how to answers in their groups
answer the question 3. Provide no more than three
4. Provide feedback and comments on comments on the posted
students’ participation messages in the same group
4. Read others’ comments and
posts
5. Pose one to two questions
about the text

331



Online Discussion and Comprehension

Example 3: AOD Instructions

Instruction

Description

1. Activity focus and goal

The main goals of this discussion’s activity are:

1) Identifying the main idea of the text

2) Understanding and writing the sub-ideas, which have been
discussed in the text

2. Read the text again and read the
example attached with this
discussion’s activity

You are required to read the (fingerprints) text again from
the textbooks. There is one example written by the teacher in
the Students’ Guide Forum; this example will help you to
understand how to answer the question

3. Read the question attached
about fingerprints

The teacher has posed a question about this topic, which is
“After reading the text, what is the main idea of the text, and
what are the sub-ideas that are discussed in the text?”” Read
this question carefully and read the text again to answer it

4. Answer the question posed by
the teacher in your group forum

Access your group forum and write your answer to this
guestion and post in your forum to be shared with others.
Your answer should include the main idea and other sub-
ideas mentioned in the text

5. Read others students’ posts in
your group

Open other’s posts in your group and read no less than four
posts; think about these posts

6. Discuss other’s posts
(e.g., elaborate, share ideas,
support, evaluate, give feedback
or suggestions, ask questions)
- Your comment should be
related to this week’s focus
and question

After reading and thinking about other’s posts in your group,

discuss these. For example:

- Elaborate, add more information, explain or share ideas
about the answer

- Support by giving examples or evidence from the text

- Ask a question

- Provide feedback or a suggestion about these answers

- Agree or disagree with these answers

7. Pose one or two questions either
about the text or students’ posts

Ask questions about the (fingerprints) text, or questions
about students’ posts

8. You have three days to
complete this activity

After posing this question in the forum, you can participate
for three days until the next class

9. If you face any difficulty
contact your teacher via email
or see at school

If you encounter any problems (e.g., Internet connection,
computer, accessing the website, difficulty of participation),
you can ask for help by contacting your teacher via email or
personally at school
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Example 4: Teacher Plan Sheet

Discussion (D) Details
Discussion D3
Topic Fingerprints

Focus (reading
comprehension)

Text main idea plus sub-ideas

Goal

To help students identify the main idea and sub-ideas discussed in the
fingerprints text by interacting, discussing and sharing ideas in online small
group discussion

Time and place

Face-to-face class, a session of 35 minutes during school time, and three days
outside school time for online discussion forum

Obijectives

Given online discussion activities, students should be able to:

Identify the main idea of the text

Identify the sub-ideas discussed in the text

Answer the question posted in the online discussion

Read other students’ posts in the small group discussion

Discuss and comment on others’ posts (e.g., elaborate, support, evaluate and
give feedback)

Pose questions about the text

Materials and tools

Arabic reading textbooks and online discussion forums

Instructions and
process (Teachers)

1.

H~on

Pose the question about the text studied in the last class: “After reading the
text, what is the main idea of the text, and what are the sub-ideas that are
discussed in the text?”

Give instructions and explain the tasks (instruction sheet)

Give an example and explain how to answer the question (example sheet)
Provide feedback, and comment on students’ participation by the end of the
week

Instructions (Students)

arwdE

6.

Identify the main idea of the text

Identify the sub-ideas discussed in the text

Write one or two answers to the question in online discussion
Read others students’ posts in the small group discussion
Discuss and comment (no more than three posts) on others’ posts
(e.g., elaborate, support, evaluate and give feedback)

Pose one to two questions about the text

Facilitation support

Teacher support:

Provide technical support

Encourage students to participate in face-to-face and online discussion
Provide clear instructions

Provide one example

Give feedback by the end of the week about the discussion and participation

Evaluation

W | a~wdhE

Teacher gives feedback about students’ posts by the end of the discussion
Teacher encourages students who do not post during the week
Teacher gives feedback in next FTF class
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Appendix G: Coding Schemes for Analysing Students’ Interaction Themes

Category Description Indicators Example
1 Answer Statements that provide answers to  (a) Literal answers (a) “The characters mentioned in the story are...”
Question information-seeking questions. (b) Inferential answers (b) “The main idea of this week’s text is...” “T
Involves three types of (c) Evaluative answers understood from this text that...”
comprehension: literal, inferential, (c) “The author’s purpose in this text is that...” “The
and evaluative following statement is fact...”
2 Discuss Questions that students ask to start ~ (a) Asking peers about their experiences (a) “Who visited any Gulf country; how was it?”
Question a new discussion or dialogue (b) Asking peers for their perspectives and (b) “T have a question for you, how can we achieve
opinions about some issues related to the text  happiness in our life?”
3 Support- Inquiries about strategies; seeking (a) Seeking explanation of the strategy (a) “What does the main idea mean? please explain it to
seeking feedback; clarification about (b) Seeking examples of the strategy me?”
Question strategies; or support about (c) Asking how to identify the answer (b) “Can anyone give me an example of the sub-idea in
participation and technical issues (strategy) this text?”
(d) Asking about technical problems (¢) “How can I find the facts in the text?”” “I did not
(e) Seeking feedback understand the difference between facts and opinion;
anyone know?”
(d) “I have a problem finding the weekly example in the
forum; could you help me?”
(e) “Can anyone respond to my answer and tell me if is
it correct or not?”’
4  Agreement Students’ comments that involve (a) Agreeing with others about an answer or  (a) “T agree with you.”
and agreeing or disagreeing about opinion (b) “I disagree with this answer.”
Disagree- others’ answers or posts (b) Disagreeing with others about an answer
ment or opinion
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Scaffolding Students’ guidance and support to (a) Explanation of the strategy (a) “The main idea is...”
Strategy other students that focus on (b) Giving example of the strategy (b) “An example of the sub-idea in this text is...”
assisting others’ understanding of (c¢) Referring to the students’ forum guide (c) “’You need to read the students’ forum guide to
the comprehension strategies (d) Providing feedback about the strategy understand the text.”
(d) “This answer is not sub-idea, it is the main idea in
the text.”
Encourage- Students’ support in the discussion  (a) Encouraging by thanking others for their ~ (a) “Thank you for your message.”
ment and dialogue: demonstrating, messages (b) “Thank you for your answers.”
encouraging, thanking, reinforcing  (b) Encouraging by thanking others for their ~ (c) “Your answer helped me to understand the text this
and acknowledging others’ answers week.”
participation (c) Acknowledging others’ answers (d) “Your answer is a good answer.” “Excellent
(d) Praising other posts or answers answer.”
Reflection  Statements in which students reflect (a) Reflecting on their learning (a) “This week’s discussion helped me understand the
on their learning (understanding the topic) topic.”
(b) Reflecting on their discussion skills (b) “This discussion made me learn how to discuss with
others.”
Off-task Statements that are not related to (a) Social cues (greeting) (a) “Hello.”
(Social the topic under discussion (b) Expression of feeling (b) “I'm so excited. I" m going this week to watch a
Cues) (reading), such as social cues, (c) Personal interest, life match.”

technical issues or personal
interests

(c) “Did you watch the match yesterday?”

- Adapted from:

1. Zhu’s (1996) coding scheme: Zhu, E. (1996). Meaning negotiation, knowledge construction, and mentoring in distance learning course. Paper presented at the national
convention of the Association for Educational Communications and Technology, Indianapolis.

2. Northrup’s (2007) study: Northrup, C. (2007). Investigating the use of technology, ideas, and instructional strategies in an online literature discussion group. (Education
specialist in human services, learning resources, Unpublished Ph.D thesis), University of Central Missouri, USA. Available from ProQuest Dissertations & Theses Full Text
(UMI No. 1441870).

3. Categories and sub-categories that emerged from students’ discussion.
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Appendix H: Coding Schemes for Analysing Teaching Presence in AODs

Category

Indictors

Examples

Design,
Organisation

Setting curriculum (aims, goals, topics)

Designing methods (group structure, student

tasks, participation limit)

Establishing  time  parameters  (time  of

participation)

Establishing “netiquette” (participation limits,

length)

Technical supports (access, password, forum

structure, navigating the forum)

)

“This week we will be discussing...” “This week we will focus on...’
“I’m going to divide you into groups and you will debate...”

“Your task this week is to answer the question, comment.”

“Please post a message by Friday.”

“You are required to discuss in the forum until Tuesday next week.”
“Keep your message short.”

“I noticed some messages are long and not focused on the topic.”
“If you would like to change your passport you need to...”

2 Discourse
Facilitation

Encouraging, thanking, acknowledging,

reinforcing students’ contributions
Identifying areas of agreement and disagreement

Setting climate for learning

Drawing on participants, promoting discussion
Seeking to reach understanding

Assessing the efficacy of the process

Social cues (greeting, emotion, feelings, personal

interest, symbol icons)

“Thank you for your answer.” “Good comment.”

“I think S1 and S2 agreed about this issue that you have discussed; what do
you think?”

“Don’t be shy to discuss, comment, everyone is encouraged to participate in
this forum.”

“Is there any student who wants to comment on this answer?

“I think you and S4 are sharing the same idea that the main idea of the text
is...”

“We need to focus on the topic; the three previous comments were off-topic.”

“Hello everyone.” “I’m happy to see this type of discussion.”
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3 Instruction Presenting content/questions “The text of this week is about...” “This week’s question is...”

Explicit explanation of the strategy “The main idea is the important idea of the text.”

Modelling the strategy “I read this week’s text, and I’m looking for the main idea; I read the title and
the first paragraph...”

Diagnosing any misconceptions “I noticed there is confusion between inference and literal levels.”

Confirming understanding by giving feedback and “Your answer is a good example of making inference from the text.”

assessment

Focusing the discussion on a specific issue “We are focusing this week on making inference from the text not literal
level.”

Injecting knowledge from diverse sources “There is a good book about this topic in the school library; if you would like

to borrow it please let me know.”

- Adapted from:

1. Anderson and colleagues’ (2001) coding scheme of teaching presence: Anderson, T., Rouke, L., Garrison, R., & Archer, W. (2001). Assessing teaching presence in a
computer conferencing context. Journal of Asynchronous Learning Networks, 5(2), 1-17.

2. Categories and sub-categories that emerged from teachers’ discussion.
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Appendix I: Coding Schemes for Analysing Reading Comprehension Levels

Comprehension Category Definition Indicators

1 Literal Focuses on retelling or recalling the facts, ideas or - Recalling, recognising, locating, restating facts and details such
information that are stated directly and explicitly in the text. as names of characters, events, settings and dates
(Information is provided in the text)

2 Inferential Refers to meanings that are inferred and implied from the - Identifying the main ideas that are not presented in the text

text, but not directly or explicitly mentioned in the text. - Inferring main ideas

(Inferences made based on information in the text and - Cause and effect

connecting the information in the text to experiences and - Comparison

prior knowledge) - Predicting outcomes
- Making connections between the text and prior knowledge
- Drawing conclusions
- Inferring word meanings

3 Evaluation Making critical judgments about the text, based on the - Distinguishing between facts and opinion
information and reader’s own opinion - Distinguishing between reality and fantasy
- Understanding the author’s tone and voice
- Understanding the author’s purpose in writing the passage
- Determining if the information is accurate
- Gauging if there is sufficient evidence to draw the conclusion
- Giving an opinion that agrees or disagrees

- Adapted from:
1. Barrett’s (1968) taxonomy of reading comprehension levels: As cited in Pearson, P. D., & Johnson, D. D. (1972). Teaching Reading Comprehension. New York: Holt, Rinehart,
Winston.

2. Other existing comprehension taxonomies and categorisations as discussed in Chapter 2, 3 and 4.
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Appendix J: Analysis of Overall Comprehension Scores: Assumptions, ANCOVA and

Non-parametric Tests

Normality Assumption: To test the normality of data across groups Shapiro-Wilk statistics was
applied with all levels. This test is widely used with small samples. This test has more power to detect
differences from normality than Kolmogorov-Smirnov test. If the test is significant (Sig. in the SPSS
table is less than 0.05) then the scores are significantly different from normal distribution and
normality assumption is violated (Field, 2009, p. 148). For example, for overall scores shown below
all the variables were normally distributed, (p > 0.05).

Tests of Normality of Overall Scores

Shapiro-Wilk
Tests Group Statistic df Sig.
Control (FTF) group 0.970 32 0.497
Total pre-test Experimental (BL) group 0.976 32 0.667
Control (FTF) group 0.957 32 0.221
Totalpost-test o rimental (BL) group 0.952 32 0.166

* This is a lower bound of the true significance. ? Lilliefors significance correction.

Homogeneity of Variance Assumption: Leven’s test was used to assess this assumption. If this test is
significant (Sig. in the SPSS table is less than 0.05) then the variances are significantly different and
normality assumption violated.

For example, for overall post-test scores shown below, (p > 0.05), therefore the assumption of
Homogeneity is met for this variable.

Levene’s Test of Equality of Error Variances®

Dependent variable: Overall post-test scores
F dfl df2 Sig.
2.678 1 62 0.107

Tests the null hypothesis that the error variance of the dependent variable is equal across
groups.

# Design: Intercept + Overall pre-test scores + Groups.
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ANCOVA for Overall Comprehension Post-test Scores

Source SS df MS F P np’
Corrected Model 115.815 2 57.625 15.404 0.000 0.336
Intercept 117.937 1 117.937 31.527 0.000 0.341
Pre-reading 99.249 1 99.249 26.532 0.000* 0.303
Experiment 8.859 1 8.859 2.368 0.129 0.037
Error 228.188 61 3.741

Total 10494.000 64

Corrected Total 343.438 63

Note. Dependent variable: Overall post-reading scores.
® R Squared = 0.336 (Adjusted R Squared = 0.314). *p < 0.05.

340



Online Discussion and Comprehension

Appendix K: Analysis of Literal Comprehension Scores: Assumptions, ANCOVA and

Non-parametric Tests

Tests of Normality of Literal Scores

Shapiro-Wilk
Tests Group Statistic of Sig.
Pre-test Control (FTF) group 0.865 32 0.001
Experimental (BL) group 0.874 32 0.001
Post-test Control (FTF) group 0.738 32 0.000
Experimental (BL) group 0.684 32 0.000

# Lilliefors significance correction.

- For Literal scores all the variables were not normally distributed (p < 0.05). Although, the
normality is violated in this case, ANCOVA was used to examine the effects of BL on
students’ literal comprehension because ANCOVA is considered robust to the violation of
this assumption, especially with equal size sample, as is the case in this study. The non-
parametric Mann-Whitney test was also applied with these variables as shown below and the
result indicates that there was no significant difference between both groups in post-literal
scores, confirming the ANCOVA result.

Levene’s Test of Equality of Error Variances®

Dependent Variable: Literal post-test scores
F dfl df2 Sig.
3.763 1 62 0.057
Tests the null hypothesis that the error variance of the dependent variable is equal across
groups.
% Design: Intercept + Literal pre-tests scores + Groups.

- For Literal post-test scores, (p > 0.05), therefore the assumption of Homogeneity is met.

ANCOVA for Total of Students’ Literal Comprehension Post-test Scores

Source SS df MS F p np’
Corrected model 6.147 2 3.073 5.666 .006 157
Intercept 53.444 1 53.444 98.528 0.000 0.618
Pre-reading 5.756 1 5.756 10.612 0.002* 0.148
Experiment 0.269 1 0.269 0.496 0.484 0.008
Error 33.088 61 0.542

Total 1273.000 64

Corrected Total 39.234 63

Note. Dependent variable: total post-reading scores.

* R Squared = 0.157 (Adjusted R Squared = 0.129). *p < 0.05.
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Non-parametric Tests: Mann-Whitney Tests: Literal Comprehension Scores

Ranks
Group n Mean Rank Sum of Ranks
Literal Pre- Control (FTF) group 32 32.14 1028.50
tests Experimental (BL) group 32 32.86 1051.50
Total 64
Literal Control (FTF) group 32 30.86 987.50
Post-tests  Experimental (BL) group 32 34.14 1092.50
Total 64
Test Statistics®
Pre-test (Literal) Post-test (Literal)
Mann-Whitney U 500.500 459.500
Wilcoxon W 1028.500 987.500
Z -0.162 -0.794
Asymp. Sig. (2-tailed) 0.871 0.427

# Grouping variable: Group.

Non-parametric Tests: Wilcoxon Signed Ranks Tests: Comparison Between Pre-test

and Post-test Scores for Literal Comprehension

Group n Mean Rank Sum of Ranks
FTF Post-Literal — Negative Ranks 52 8.80 44.00
Pre-Literal Positive Ranks 16° 11.69 187.00
Ties 11°
Total 32
BL Post-Literal — Negative Ranks 28 9.00 18.00
Pre-Literal Positive Ranks 19° 11.21 213.00
Ties 11°
Total 32

a. Post-Literal < Pre-Literal.
b. Post-Literal > Pre-Literal.
c. Post-Literal = Pre-Literal.
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Test Statistics: Wilcoxon Signed Ranks Tests: Comparison Between Pre-test and Post-

test Scores for Literal Comprehension

Post-Literal —
Group Pre-Literal
FTF z -2.561°
Asymp. Sign. (2-tailed) 0.010
BL z -3.620°
Asymp. Sign. (2-tailed) 0.000

a. Based on negative ranks.
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Appendix L: Inferential Comprehension Scores: Assumptions, ANCOVA and Non-

parametric Tests

Tests of Normality of Inferential Scores

Shapiro-Wilk
Test — -
ests Group Statistic df Sig.
Pre-test Control (FTF) group 0.958 32 0.246
Experimental (BL) group 0.941 32 0.081
Post-test Contr(_)l (FTF) group 0.936 32 0.059
Experimental (BL) group 0.940 32 0.075

% Lilliefors significance correction.

- For Inferential scores all the variables were normally distributed (p > 0.05).

Levene’s Test of Equality of Error Variances®

Dependent variable: Inferential post-test scores
F dfl df2 Sig.
1.139 1 62 0.290
Tests the null hypothesis that the error variance of the dependent variable is equal across
groups.
% Design: Intercept + Inferential pre-test scores + Groups.

- For Inferential post-test scores, (p > 0.05), therefore the assumption of Homogeneity is met.

ANCOVA for Inferential Comprehension Post-test Scores

Source SS df MS F p np’
Corrected model 42.766 ° 2 21.383 15.348 0.000 0.335
Intercept 58.364 1 58.5364 41.892 0.000 0.407
Pre-inferential 39.703 1 39.703 28.498 0.000* 0.318
Score

Experiment 1.161 1 1.161 0.833 0.365 0.013
Error 84.984 61 1.393

Total 2108.000 64

Corrected Total 127.750 63

Note. Dependent variable: post-inferential score. * R Squared = 0.335 (Adjusted R Squared = 0.313.
*
p <0.05.
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Appendix M: Evaluative Comprehension Scores: Assumptions, ANCOVA and Non-

parametric Tests

Tests of Normality of Evaluative Scores

Group Shapiro-Wilk
Statistic df Sig.
Pre-test Control (FTF) group 0.860 32 0.001
Experimental (BL) group 0.869 32 0.001
Post-test Contr(_)l (FTF) group 0.883 32 0.002
Experimental (BL) group 0.910 32 0.012

? Lilliefors significance correction.

- -For Evaluative scores all variables were not normally distributed (p < 0.05). Although normality is
violated in this case, ANCOVA was used to examine the effects of BL on students’ evaluative
comprehension because ANCOVA is considered robust to the violation of this assumption, especially
with equal size sample, as the case in this study. The non-parametric Mann-Whitney test was also
applied with these variables as shown below and the results indicate that there was no significant
difference between both groups in post-evaluative scores, confirming the ANCOVA result.

Levene’s Test of Equality of Error Variances®

Dependent variable: Evaluative post-test scores
F dfl df2 Sig.
1.201 1 62 0.277
Tests the null hypothesis that the error variance of the dependent variable is equal across
groups.
% Design: Intercept + Evaluative pre-test scores + Groups.

- For Evaluative post-test scores, (p > 0.05), therefore the assumption of Homogeneity is met.

ANCOVA for Evaluative Comprehension Post-test Scores

Source SS df MS F p np2
Corrected model 6.924 ° 2 3.462 3.784 0.028 0.110
Intercept 26.802 1 26.802 29.294 0.000 0.324
Pre-inferential 4.283 1 4283 4681  0034* 0071
Score

Experiment 2.514 1 2.514 2.747 0.103 0.043
Error 55.811 61 0.915

Total 509.000 64

Corrected Total 62.734 63

Note. Dependent variable: post- evaluative scores.

* R Squared = 0.110 (Adjusted R Squared = 0.081). * p < 0.05.
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Non-parametric Tests: Mann-Whitney Tests: Evaluative Comprehension Scores

Ranks
Group n Mean Rank Sum of Ranks

Evaluative  Control (FTF) group 32 31.92 1021.50
Pre-tests Experimental (BL) group 32 33.08 1058.50

Total 64
Evaluative  Control (FTF) group 32 28.95 926.50
Post-tests Experimental (BL) group 32 36.05 1153.50

Total 64
Test Statistics®

Pre-tests (Evaluative)  Post-tests (Evaluative)

Mann-Whitney U
Wilcoxon W

z

Asymp. Sig. (2-tailed)

493.500
1021.500
—0.267

0.790

398.500
926.500
-1.590
0.112

# Grouping variable: Group.

Non-parametric Tests: Wilcoxon Signed Ranks Tests: Comparison Between Pre-test

and Post-test Scores for Evaluative Comprehension

Group n Mean Rank Sum of Ranks
FTF Post-Evaluative —  Negative Ranks 9? 13.11 118.00
Pre-Evaluative Positive Ranks 14° 11.29 158.00
Ties 9°
Total 32
BL Post-Evaluative —  Negative Ranks 42 9.00 36.00
Pre-Evaluative Positive Ranks 16° 10.88 174.00
Ties 12°
Total 32

a. Post-Evaluative < Pre-Evaluative.
b. Post-Evaluative > Pre-Evaluative.
c. Post-Evaluative = Pre-Evaluative.
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Test Statistics: Wilcoxon Signed Ranks Tests: Comparison Between Pre-test and Post-

test Scores for Evaluative Comprehension

Group Post-evaluative —
Pre-evaluative
FTF z -0.632°
Asymp. Sign. (2-tailed) 0.527
BL z -2.782%
Asymp. Sign. (2-tailed) 0.005

a. Based on negative ranks.
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Appendix N: Students’ and Teachers’ Messages and Themes

Number of

. . Total Messages and - Student  Teacher
Disc- Comprehension Themes Participants Messages Messages
ussions  Strategies (N=32)

Messages  Themes n % Total Total
1 Draw conclusion 34 39 23 72 28 6
2 Literal 34 42 25 78 29 5
3 Text ideas 38 52 26 81 32 6
4 Text purposes 43 53 26 81 37 6
5 Drawing conclusion 47 59 29 91 40 7
6 Literal 36 42 29 91 31 5
7 Inferring text ideas 48 58 29 91 42 6
8 Inferring word meaning 46 61 29 91 40 6
9 Text purposes 47 60 28 88 40 7
10 Inferring word meaning 48 61 31 97 42 6
11 Literal 45 53 29 91 39 6
12 Text purposes, evidence 53 65 31 97 47 6
Total (12 Discussions) 519 645 32 100 447 72
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Appendix O: Students’ and Groups’ Participation Rates Over the 12 Discussions

Students Group  Total Messages Mean SD Group Messages
1 1 10 0.83 0.58 Number of students = 7
2 1 12 1.00 0.60 Total messages: 91
3 1 14 1.17 0.72 Mean: 13.00
4 1 12 1.00 0.43 SD: 2.08
5 1 15 1.25 0.45
6 1 12 1.00 0.43
7 1 16 1.33 0.89
8 2 16 1.33 0.89 Number of students = 6
9 2 14 1.17 0.83 Total messages: 97
10 2 18 1.50 0.67 Mean: 16.17
11 2 17 1.42 0.67 SD: 2.86
12 2 20 1.67 0.89
13 2 12 1.00 0.60
14 3 14 1.17 0.58 Number of students = 6
15 3 10 0.83 0.39 Total messages: 80
16 3 16 1.33 0.78 Mean: 13.33
17 3 12 1.00 0.95 SD: 2.42
18 3 12 1.00 0.43
19 3 16 1.33 0.98
20 4 19 1.58 0.67 Number of students = 7
21 4 13 1.08 0.51 Total messages: 96
22 4 11 0.92 0.67 Mean: 13.71
23 4 12 1.00 0.60 SD: 2.63
24 4 13 1.08 0.79
25 4 15 1.25 0.87
26 4 13 1.08 0.67
27 5 13 1.08 0.90 Number of students = 6
28 5 13 1.08 0.79 Total messages: 83
29 5 13 1.08 0.79 Mean: 13.83
30 5 15 1.25 0.97 SD: 0.98
31 5 14 1.17 0.58
32 5 15 1.25 0.87
Total 32 447

students M=14

SD =242
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Appendix P: Students’ Theme Types over the 12 Discussions

Disc- Comprehension
ussions Strategies A DQ SQ AG SCS ECG RF O Total %
1 Inferenc_e: draw 1 3 5 1 1 ) 1 3 30 5
conclusions
2 Literal 21 1 2 1 2 3 1 3 34 7
3 Inferring text ideas 17 2 5 1 3 3 0 8 39 8
4 Evaluation of text purpose 15 5 7 1 3 4 1 6 42 8
5 Drawing conclusions 23 2 3 2 6 5 1 5 47 8
6 Literal 25 2 1 0 1 2 1 2 34 7
7 Inferring text ideas 19 2 3 2 6 5 1 7 45 9
8 Inferring word meaning 25 2 2 2 5 5 2 6 49 9
9 Evaluation of text 17 4 5 4 7 5 1 7 50 10
purposes
10 Inferring word meaning 25 2 2 3 4 4 1 7 48 9
11 Literal 28 1 1 2 2 3 2 5 44 9
12 Text purpose, evidence 19 2 4 3 6 7 3 10 54 10
Total 248 28 40 22 46 48 15 69 516
% 48 5 8 4 9 9 3 13 100

M 20.67 233 333 183 383 400 125 575 43.00

Sb 425 115 187 111 212 148 075 230 7.39

Note. A = Answer. DQ = Discussion Questions. SQ = Support Seeking Questions. AG = Agreement/Disagreement.
SCS = Scaffolding Comprehension Strategy. ECG = Encouragement. RF = Reflection. O = Off-task Discussion.
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Appendix Q: Themes of Students Answering the Comprehension Questions

Students Who Students Who Students Who
Posted Answers  Posted Correct Posted Wrong

(N=32) Answers Answers
D Comprehension Strategies Total % Total % Total %
1 Inference: draw conclusion 14 44 10 71 4 29
2 Literal 21 66 17 81 4 19
3 Inferring text ideas 17 53 14 82 3 18
4 Evaluation of text purposes 15 47 11 73 4 27
5 Drawing conclusions 23 72 17 74 6 26
6 Literal 25 78 22 88 3 12
7 Inferring text ideas 19 59 16 84 3 16
8 Inferring word meaning 25 78 22 88 3 12
9 Evaluation of text purposes 17 53 14 82 3 18
10 Inferring word meaning 25 78 23 92 3 11
11 Literal 28 88 25 89 2 11
12 Text purposes, evidence 19 59 16 84 3 9
Total 248 207 41
Average 20.67 64.58 17.75 3.42
SD 4.52 1417 481 1.00
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Appendix R: Scaffolding Comprehension Methods Used by Students During the 12

AODs (Number of Themes)

Providing Providing Referring to
Comprehension Answer Strategy Providing Students’ Total
Levels Examples Explanations Feedback  Forum Guide (%)
Literal 3 0 0 2 5 (11%)
Inferential 5 11 5 4 25 (54%)
Evaluative 2 6 6 2 16 (35%)
Total Themes 10 17 11 8 46
(%) (22%) (37%) (24%) (17%) (100%)
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Appendix S: Teachers’ Involvement Themes During the 12 AODs

Comprehension Design & Supporting Total
D  Strategies Organisation  Discussion  Instructions  Themes %
1 Inference: draw 2 3 4 9 7
conclusions
2 Literal 2 3 3 8 6
3 Inferring text ideas 4 4 5 13 10
4 Evaluation of text 4 4 11 9
purposes
5 Drawing conclusions 2 4 6 12 9
6 Literal 2 2 4 8 6
7 Inferring text ideas 2 5 6 13 10
8 Inferring word 2 4 6 12 9
meaning
9 Evaluation of text 2 4 4 10 8
purposes
10  Inferring word 2 5 6 13 10
meaning
11 Literal 2 3 4 9 7
12 Text purposes, 2 5 4 11 9
evidence
Total (%) 27(21%) 46 (36%) 56 (43%) 129
Mean (SD) 2.25 (0.62) 3.83(0.94) 4.67 (1.07) 10.75(1.91)
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Appendix T: Design and Organisation Themes Used by Teachers During the 12 AODs

Establishing
Comprehension Setting Designing Time Technical
D Strategies Curriculum  Methods Parameters  Support  Total %
1 Inference: draw 1 1 0 0 2 7.4
conclusions
2 Literal 1 1 0 0 2 7.4
3 Inferring text ideas 1 2 1 0 4 14.8
4 Evaluation of text 1 1 1 0 3 11.1
purposes
5 Drawing conclusions 1 1 0 0 2 7.4
6 Literal 1 1 0 0 2 7.4
7 Inferring text ideas 1 1 0 0 2 7.4
8 Inferring word 1 1 0 0 2 7.4
meaning
9 Evaluation of text 1 1 0 0 2 7.4
purposes
10  Inferring word 1 1 0 0 2 7.4
meaning
11 Literal 1 1 0 0 2 7.4
12 Text purposes, 1 1 0 0 2 74
evidence
Total 12 13 2 0 27
% 44% 48% 7% 0% 100%
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Appendix U: Discourse Facilitation Themes Used by Teachers During the 12 AODs

Comprehension Encour- Setting Assessing the  Social
D Strategies aging Climate Efficacy cues  Total %
1 Inference: draw 3 0 0 0 3 6.5
conclusions
2 Literal 2 0 0 1 3 6.5
3 Inferring text ideas 3 0 0 1 4 8.7
Evaluation of text 2 0 0 2 4 8.7
purposes
5 Drawing conclusions 4 0 0 0 4 8.7
6 Literal 2 0 0 0 2 4.3
7 Inferring text ideas 4 0 0 1 5 8.7
8 Inferring word meanings 3 0 0 1 4 8.7
9 Evaluation of text 4 0 0 0 4 8.7
purposes
10  Inferring word meaning 4 0 0 1 5 10.9
11 Literal 3 0 0 0 3 6.5
12 Text purposes, evidence 4 0 0 1 5 10.9
Total 38 0 0 8 46
% 83% 0% 0% 17%  100%
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Appendix V: Teaching Instruction Themes Used by Teachers During the 12 AODs

Explicit Mis-
Comprehension Content/  Explan- Model concep- Feed
D Strategies Questions ation -ling tions back Sources Total %
1 Inference: draw 1 1 1 0 1 0 4 7
conclusions
2 Literal 1 1 1 0 0 0 3 9
3 Inferring text 1 1 1 0 2 0 5 7
ideas
4 Evaluation of text 1 1 1 1 0 0 4 7
purposes
5 Drawing 2 1 1 1 1 0 6 11
conclusions
6 Literal 1 0 0 1 1 1 4 11
7 Inferring text 2 0 1 1 2 0 6 7
ideas
8 Inferring word 1 0 1 0 3 1 6 11
meaning
9 Evaluation of text 1 0 1 0 2 0 4 5
purposes
10  Inferring word 1 1 1 1 2 0 6 11
meaning
11 Literal 1 0 0 0 2 1 4 7
12 Text purposes, 2 0 0 0 1 1 4 7
evidence
Total 15 6 9 5 17 4 56
% 27% 11% 16% 9% 30% 7% 100%
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Appendix W: Approval Letter- Human Research Ethics Committee

THE LMIVESTTY OF RESEARCH INTEGRITY
Human Research Ethics Committee
t%, SYDNEY Wk hitp:isydney.edu. swethics!

Email: mphumanethicsdodney edu gy

Address for 3ll cormespondence;
Level £, Jane Foss Russell Building - G02

Ref: PB/EW
8182010

Dr Chun Hu

Faculty of Education and Social Work
Education Building — A35

The University of Sydney

Email: chun hu@sydney.edu.au

Diear Dr Hu

Thank you for your comespondence dated 2 August 2010 addressing comments made by the
Human Research Ethics Committee (HREC). The Executive Committee of the HREC, at its
mesting of 3 August 2010, considered this information and approved the protocol entited “The
effects of wsing online discussion on first year high school students' reading
comprehension, participation, and attitudes toward reading”.

Details of the approval are as follows:

Protocol Mo.: 13042
Approval Pericd: August 2010 — August 2011
Authorised Personnel: Dir Chun Hu

Yahya Genaey

Alyson Simpson
Documents approved:
Parental Information Statement (Parent) (Version 2, 28/2010)
Participant Information Statement (Teacher) (Version 2, 2872010)
Parental {or Guardian) Consent Form (Version 1, 5/7r2010)
Participant Consent Form (Teacher) (Version 1, S723010)
Reading Comprehension Pre-test
Reading Comprehension Post-test
Attitudes Survey
Students’ Perceptions’ Guestionnaire
Teachers' Interview Instrument
Students Interview Instrument
Pemmission letter from Department of Education in Saudi Arabia

The HREC is a fully constituted Ethics Committee in accordance with the National Statement on
Ethical Conduct in Research Involving Humans-March 2007 under Section 5.1_28.

The approval of this project is conditional upon your continuing compliance with the Mational
Statement on Ethical Conduct in Research Inveolving Humans. M.B. A report on this research must
be submitted every 12 months from the date of the approwval, or on completion of the project,
whichever occurs first. Failure to submit reports will result in the withdrawal of consent for the
project to proceed. Your report will be due on 31 August 2010, please put this in your diary.

Dapufy Managsr Human Ethiles Hum:an Ethice Secratarkat: AN 18 21 B 4
Ms Marietta Coutinbo Ms Portla Richmaond T-#612 MI?B1T1EM m.adull

T: +61 2 BG2T B176 Ms Palricla Engelmann T +61 2 5627 8172 E: a2y UL 31

E: mgoetia coutinhoi@svdney edu 3u Mz Kala Retram T: +61 2 5627 5173 E: kalg
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HE LMIVYERSITY (F

i SYDNEY

ial Condition's of I

Please forward permission from School Principals in Sawdi Arabia before research

All serous and unexpecited adverse events should be reported to the HREC within 72
hours for clinical rialsfinterventional research.

All unforeseen evenis that might affect continued ethical conduct of the project should be
reported to the HREC as soon as possible.

Amy changes to the protocol must be approved by the HREC before the research project
can proceed.

All research participants are to be provided with a Participant Information Statement and
Consent Form, unless otherwise agreed by the Committee. The following statement must
appear on the bottorn of the Participant Information Statement: Any person with concems
or complaintz about the conduct of a research study can contact fhe Deputy Manager,
Research Infegrily (Human Ethics), University of Sydney on +61 2 BE2T 8176 (Telephone);

+ 61 2 8627 B177 (Facsimile) or o humanethica@evaneyedy gy (Email).

Copies of all signed Consent Forms must be retained and made available to the HREC on
request.

It is your responsibility to provide a copy of this letter to any internal'esxdemal granting
agencies if requested.

The HREC approval is valid for four (4) years from the Approval Pericd stated in this letter.
Investigators are requested to submit a progress report annually.

A report and a copy of any published material should be provided at the completion of the
Project.

Please do not hesitate to contact Research Integrity (Human Ethics) should you reguire further

information or clarfication.

Yours sincerely

VR '
| ,_>| p S
- l.h.Jf:_._,_.--'-\ L:I-I’i—-"gw\'\—-'"-c""'—

]

Associate Professor Philip Beale

Human Reseanch Ethics Committee

yqend202@mail usyd edu.au
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