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The authors’ intent was to show the effect of student discussion board activity on academic
outcomes, after accounting for past academic performance. Data were collected from 516 stu-
dents enrolled in a junior-level required business course. Controlling for students’ grade point
average, stepwise regression showed a significant relationship between scholarly discussion
board usage and both group and individual grades. Students who read the discussion board im-
proved their final grade. More importantly, those students who posted to the discussion board
showed further improvement in their academic performance. The findings strongly support the
critical notion that when discussion board activity is structured, scholarly networking leads to
better student performance. This should encourage more faculty to incorporate task-oriented
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online discussion in their courses.
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As the use of computer and online technology becomes per-
vasive and invasive for students and faculty, academicians
struggle to understand potential effects on learning. Student
use and familiarity with computer-based learning and their
use of social networking is forcing faculty to embrace this
technology as well. While a hybrid course in college (a course
blending online components with traditional face-to-face
techniques) once was a unique pedagogy in higher education,
it has almost become the norm (DeNeui & Dodge, 2006; Ha-
rasim, 2000; Jackson, Helms, Jackson, & Gum, 2011; Swen-
son & Evans, 2003). Faculty use online components in their
courses for simulations, examinations, research, and even for
communication purposes. Jackson et al. found that students’
ideal college learning environment changed significantly be-
tween 1996 and 2006. Students in 2006 wanted instructors to
engage in more extensive use of electronic mail and wanted
professors to access the internet in class significantly more
than did students surveyed 10 years earlier.

Discussion in class and outside the classroom has always
been considered important for student learning and for criti-
cal thinking skills (Ackerman, Gross, & Perner, 2003; Brook-
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field & Preskill, 1999; Sautter, 2007). Researchers have ex-
amined technology and its role in discussion boards or online
forums to determine how effective these were for students
and learning. Celsi and Wolfinbarger (2002) explained that
asynchronous discussion outside of class played an important
role in going beyond mirroring classroom activities and en-
hanced students’ classroom experience. This asynchronous
nature of discussion boards or online forums has also been
shown to make interaction easier for international students
and students who would otherwise be shy about in-class par-
ticipation (Sautter, 2007; Sweeney & Ingram, 2001; Tiene,
2000). Yet, the effectiveness of online discussions has been
questioned. Karns’ (2005) research shows that students per-
ceived online discussion exercises as enjoyable, but not very
challenging and students expressed negative attitudes toward
online discussion.

The few studies that have focused on student outcomes
and discussion boards were more recent. Sautter (2007) in-
dicated the design of discussion board or online forum was
critical. Her research suggested that a structured discussion
format was preferred for critical thinking. O’Reilly, Rahinel,
Foster, and Patterson (2007) found that students who posted
at least one course-related entry ultimately earned higher
grades than other students. They found that those posting
course-related material performed better than those whose
posts were categorized as social. Similarly, Strang (2011)
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found that online interactions categorized as general in na-
ture were negatively correlated with final grade whereas those
interactions categorized as research, case study, or project-
related were positively correlated with final grade.

Unfortunately, it is not clear from either of these studies
whether those students with a history of academic achieve-
ment tended to engage in more task-related discussion board
activity and performed better or whether those students who
engaged in more task-related discussion board activity, re-
gardless of past academic performance, performed better.
The primary purpose of the present study is to address this
issue by including students’ grade point average (GPA) as a
proxy for past academic performance in the analysis of the
relationship between task-related discussion board activities
and performance in the course.

METHOD

Procedure

This study was conducted from fall 2008 through spring
2010 in five sections of an upper division required business
course (introductory marketing) taught in a lecture hall at a
large public university. The same professor taught this course
across the five semesters. Course requirements included two
group assignments (a situation analysis paper and a final mar-
keting plan) as well as several individual components (seven
exams, a pop quiz, and class participation). Group sizes for
the situation analysis and the marketing plan project ranged
from four to five. The grading rubrics and weights were con-
stant across the five semesters, although the topics for the
situation analysis and marketing plan were changed from
semester to semester to avoid plagiarism and to incorporate
current events when possible. Seven online exams were given
and students usually had about three days to complete the ex-
ams. In addition, one pop quiz was administered in class. To
encourage participation both in the lecture hall and outside
of the class, a WebCT online discussion board (Blackboard,
Inc., Washington, DC) was created as part of the course.

The WebCT platform provided an online location for stu-
dents to retrieve the class materials, take exams, and interact
with each other on the discussion board. The professor set up
the discussion board with threads that covered various class
components (e.g., sections of the situation analysis, market-
ing plan) and monitored the discussion regularly. Students’
participation in online discussions could count towards their
class participation grade. Class participation was 5% of a
student’s final grade and was determined by the quality of
a student’s class contributions in three in-class or online oc-
casions. For a class contribution to be considered for class
participation, the student had to submit a short online form
to the professor with a description of the student’s online or
in-class contribution on a particular date. The quality of the
contribution was then assessed and assigned credit if it added
value to the course.

Most students also completed an online student profile at
the start of the semester. In the profile they shared information
with the professor regarding the course prerequisites, basic
demographic data about themselves, and employment sta-
tus/hours. The typical frequency of their class participation
was determined by asking students to characterize their his-
tory of participating in class (“always participate” to “rather
not participate at all in class discussions”).

Participants

Students enrolled in five sections of introduction to market-
ing served as participants (n = 516). Because the course was
required of all business majors, the profile of the participants
did not deviate significantly from that of the college’s busi-
ness majors. Table 1 shows the breakdown of the participants
by major. Most of the respondents, 82%, were 18-25 years
old. More than half, 52%, of the participants were men. When
characterizing their class participation, almost 11% of stu-
dents in the course preferred not to participate or disliked
class participation in general. A clear majority, 77%, of the
students were employed at the time they took the course and
49% of those employed were working more than 20 hours
per week.

Independent Variables

The three independent variables served as primary predictors
of performance in the course: readings (postings read; i.e.,
the number of times a person clicked on discussion threads),
posts (how many times a person contributed in writing to a
discussion on the discussion board), and GPA (overall grade
point average coming in to the course, a presumed proxy for
prior academic achievement).

In addition to the three primary independent variables,
gender and major were also examined as potential predictors
of performance. Gender was included because it has been
shown that female students tend to use online forums more
than male students (e.g., DeNeui & Dodge, 2006). Major
was included because it was suspected that students taking
a course in their major (here, marketing) may somehow be

TABLE 1
Frequency, by Major

Major n %
Accounting 53 10.27
Business law 35 6.78
Economics 3 9.58
Finance 107 20.74
Information systems 19 3.68
Management 128 24.81
Marketing 107 20.74
Systems and operations

management 5 0.97
Other 59 11.43
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more motivated to engage in discussion board activities, re-
gardless of their GPA. Major, then, was defined as either
marketing (1) or nonmarketing (0).

Dependent Variables

The five dependent variables in this study included course
grade (grade in the course excluding participation), pop quiz
grade (4-point scale grade on the single, unannounced quiz),
exam grade (average grade on the seven exams), and the
grades on each of the two group assignments (situation anal-
ysis grade and marketing plan grade).

RESULTS

A stepwise regression analysis of the five independent vari-
ables was performed on each of the five dependent variables.
Stepwise regression normally results in the most parsimo-
nious model of predictors relative to simultaneous, forward,
and backward regressions (Brace, Kemp, & Snelger, 2009).
In this case, a search was made for the best and simplest
model to predict grade performance in the course. More
specifically, the goal was to determine if the inclusion of
discussion board activities improved the predictive power of
models that incorporated GPA alone. In essence, the predic-
tive power of discussion board activities while controlling for
GPA was assessed. See Table 2 for a summary of the most
parsimonious models.

Exam Grade

The stepwise regression analysis of exam grades showed that
the best fitting and most parsimonious model included GPA
and readings (standardized Bs = .44 and .12, respectively,
ps < .003) at the exclusion of posts, gender, and major, F(2,
509) = 77.69, p < .001, adjusted R> = .231.

TABLE 2
Parsimonious Stepwise Regression Models

Standardized beta values for
independent variables

Adjusted R?
Dependent variable GPA  Read Posts Major full model
Exam grade A4 12 231
Pop quiz grade 226%  .156* .106* .097
Situation analysis A17% 094 .024
grade

Marketing plan grade ~ .051** .016
Course grade 453*  106*  .088* 27

Note. GPA = grade point average.
*p < .05.%*p < .01. ***p < .001.
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Pop Quiz Grade

The best fitting model for the pop quiz grade included GPA,
readings, and major (standardized Bs = .226, .156, and .106,
respectively, ps < .012) with posts and gender excluded, F'(3,
508) = 19.29, p < .001, adjusted R? = .097.

Situation Analysis Grade

For the situation analysis grade, the best fit model included
GPA and readings (standardized Bs = .117 and .094, respec-
tively, ps < .038) and excluded posts, major, and gender, F(2,
509) =7.31, p < .001, adjusted R? = .024.

Marketing Plan Grade

The best fitting model for marketing plan grade included
GPA alone (standardized B = .051, p < .002) and excluded
the other four independent variables, F(1, 510) = 9.39, p <
.002, adjusted R% = 016.

Course Grade

The best fitting stepwise regression model for course grade
included GPA, Readings, and Postings (standardized Bs =
453, .106, and .088, respectively, ps < .043) at the exclusion
of major and gender, F(3, 508) = 63.96, p < .001, adjusted
R*= 27.

DISCUSSION

Overall, the findings show that scholarly discussion board
activity, especially reading the posts, is significantly related
to course grades on both individual and group assignments.
Most importantly, students who engaged in both reading
and posting activity see the greatest improvement in their
final grade in the course. These findings strongly support the
critical notion that when discussion board activity is struc-
tured, scholarly networking leads to better student perfor-
mance. This should encourage more faculty to incorporate
task-oriented online discussion in their courses.

An important feature of this study was the inclusion of
GPA in the models predicting academic performance to see
if discussion board activity’s relationship to academic per-
formance is, in a sense, overpowered by GPA alone. Not
surprisingly, GPA is a significant element in predicting aca-
demic performance. Students with a stronger past of aca-
demic achievement (i.e., higher GPAs) earn higher grades
in the course. However, including discussion board activity
along with GPA significantly improves the predictive power
of these models over GPA alone. Thus, structured discussion
board activity appears to be somewhat independent of past
academic achievement in how it relates to current academic
performance.

Interestingly, gender has no significant relationship to aca-
demic performance in any of these regression models. This
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is a bit surprising given that this study and others (DeNeui &
Dodge, 2006) found that women engage in significantly more
discussion board activity than men. Specifically, women read
more posts (M = 182.51) than did men (M = 117.55, SD =
119.78), F(1, 514) = 29.93, p < .000. Women also actively
posted more messages (M = 3.56, SD = 3.93) than did men
(M =2.66,SD =3.61), F(1,514) =7.36, p < .01. Perhaps
there is a ceiling effect or leveling-off effect when it comes
to receiving the full benefits (better grades) from discussion
board activity, and female students tend to surpass that level
of diminishing returns. If so, perhaps the quality of the dis-
cussion board activity should somehow be enhanced to raise
that point of diminishing returns.

Although gender is not statistically significant in the pre-
dictive models, major is, but in a very limited arena. Market-
ing majors perform better on pop quizzes than nonmarketing
majors, even after controlling for GPA and discussion board
activity. Major was included in the regression models be-
cause it was thought that marketing majors might be more
interested in studying marketing and that stronger academic
performance would occur. That premise is supported by the
regression models on pop quizzes but not on the other mea-
sures of academic performance. All in all, major’s relation-
ship to academic performance is limited.

Faculty who incorporate task-related online discussion
boards in their courses should be encouraging students to
use them and may wish to point out to students that re-
search demonstrates they can benefit academically. It would
be worthwhile to point out to students the benefits from read-
ing discussion board posts and that they will benefit even
further from posting on task-oriented discussion boards.

The caveats regarding the limitations of this study include
the representativeness of the sample and the generalizabil-
ity of the findings. The participants are from five separate
sections of the course over a span of three years and are
reasonably representative of students in introductory mar-
keting classes at the university. Given the finding that major
played a very limited role in predictive models of academic
performance, the findings should generalize well past intro-
ductory marketing classes, although that surely remains an
open research question.

Future researchers might utilize active learning theories to
explore the precise nature of scholarly discussion board usage

in hybrid courses. Perhaps the cognitive energy used to post
on discussion boards adds value beyond simply reading posts;
value is enhanced by the process that students go through
when they actively engage in course material.
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