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ABSTRACT 

 

Some faculty members at Georgetown University’s Graduate School of Arts and 

Sciences (GSAS) engage students in weekly reflective writing assignments on the 

discussion forum in Canvas, the university’s learning management platform. At times, 

these exercises are graded for class participation. Students present their perspectives on 

the readings assigned for the week through blog writing on the discussion board of the 

virtual platform. Previous research on discussion forums and blog writing indicate that 

this process allows students to collaborate and connect the readings to their own 

experiences. This thesis investigates students’ perception of online discussion forums and 

virtual engagement with their peers. For the study, one-on-one interviews were conducted 

with 13 graduate students pursuing degrees in Communication, Culture and Technology, 

English Literature, and Learning and Design. Their responses were coded and analyzed 

through the lens of the four Laws of Media presented by Marshall McLuhan in 1975. The 

discussion forum as a technology was explored based on the tetrad that represents the 

four laws - Enhance, Obsolescence, Retrieve and Reverse- to understand the role of the 

technology in students’ learning. The research indicates that while certain attributes of 

the discussion forum supported student learning, the students would like to engage in 

discussions in real time and in their classes. They expressed the need to continue the 
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virtual discussion in the classroom and actively engage in reviewing their reflective 

writing exercises. Students appreciated the presence of the discussion board as a tool for 

synthesizing one’s notes and using it as a repository of information. However, they 

questioned the value of the tool for engaging in virtual conversations especially as 

students met each other in the class each week. Students did not find themselves 

engaging with one another or the faculty on the discussion board. 

Keywords: Educational technology, blog writing, discussion forums, learning 

management systems, tetrad representing the four Laws of Media, Marshall McLuhan. 
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I. INTRODUCTION 

 

Zoey typed in her last sentence and clicked Post on the discussion board in 

Canvas. She glanced at the time on her laptop. Sun 23:23 it spelt. 23:23, lucky me thought 

Zoey as she was due to send in her blog post before the stipulated time of Sunday, 11:59 

pm. She was about to log out but thought of glancing at what her peers had reflected in 

their posts. Normally, she would never read because she felt those opinions led her 

thoughts. But today, she was the last one to post and there were 14 responses ahead of her 

post. 

Skimming through the typical I second the author... and I don’t think I understand 

this perspective, Zoey felt slightly alarmed that her post was nothing like what her peers 

wrote. Since she was 5, Zoey dreamt of reporting news for the global news conglomerate, 

True Story. She signed up for the Journalism in the 21st Century class this Fall semester 

to be able to learn news reporting and practice writing original articles as a part of the 

assignments. This week’s post had no prompt and Zoey used it to her advantage to write 

an article on the recent reports of mid-term elections. She had used her time to speak to 

women and men at her place of work and gathered their opinions. This was her blog post 

for the class. But as she could see, her peers had summed up the assigned readings for the 

week. Sure, she had used some of the pointers in the reading, but she was now skeptical 

of her post. There was not enough time to think of something else to write and Zoey 

decided to go along with what she had. 

Zoey planned to send in her article to a local newspaper. Maybe, they could 

publish it online and if not, I would have a chance to showcase my interest in the least, 
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she thought. But she wondered if she could use the same article outside of class. Would 

she need to seek permission from her professor? Who owned the blog post? She thought 

she did, especially if it were her writing. What if a future employer wanted to see a 

portfolio of her articles on previous blog posts for various classes? These and thoughts of 

access to her writings kept Zoey awake for a long time. 

 

As students, some of us may have been in a similar position and unable to think 

clearly. I have. From wondering if I should be sharing my personal experiences on a class 

blog to feeling unsure of asking obvious questions, the discussion board has left many of 

us students feeling confused. Interviewees in my research expressed similar thoughts and 

shared their experiences of writing weekly reflections. Some of their responses were 

alike, some were surprising.  

This research represents the student’s perception on online discussion boards. 

Their responses were analyzed to understand the usefulness of the technology called 

discussion boards. The value of discussion boards in blended learning formats was 

gauged through Marshall McLuhan’s four Laws of Media, often called the tetrad. For the 

purpose of the study, I would like to clarify that the terms blog post, discussion forum 

and discussion board have been used interchangeably by the students in their responses. 

They refer to the process of weekly reflective writing assignments on Canvas or a class 

site on WordPress/Google Site as blog writing. 

Higher education institutions are incorporating technology when determining the 

pedagogical strategies to be adopted in teaching. The use of a computer device, the 

internet, cloud-based learning platforms and content management systems provide 

flexibility to faculty and students in learning. A technology enhanced environment 
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provides learners with the ability to access information over the world wide web and use 

multimedia in the projects and assignments. The exposure to using various software and 

cloud-based platforms adds value as students find themselves equipped with digital skills 

that they can use in the future.  

A number of graduate programs at Georgetown University’s Graduate School of 

Arts and Sciences (GSAS) use a learning management platform or LMS called Canvas by 

Instructure to manage knowledge dissemination for various programs at the school. 

Figure 1.1 shows the homepage of a course on Canvas. Canvas acts as a repository of 

assigned readings and relevant documentation such as the syllabus of a course, delivers 

coursework through the modules, permits online submission of assignments and can also 

conduct online quizzes. One of the features that aims to engage students virtually is the 

Discussions tab. Figure 1.2 shows how the Discussions tab in a course in Canvas along 

with the ongoing discussions listed by the faculty.  

 

 

Figure 1.1: Screenshot of Canvas Course Landing Page. 

The homepage of a course on Canvas, the learning management platform used at Georgetown 

University. 
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Figure 1.2: Screenshot of Discussions Tab in Canvas. 

The ‘Discussions’ tab in Canvas, the learning management platform used at Georgetown 

University. 

 

In the book Learning Platforms and Learning Outcomes (2014), authors Don 

Passey and Steve Higgins talk about online learning platforms adopted by higher 

education institutes. These platforms support both students as well as faculty through 

access to course materials and virtual interaction. Many features of the platform such as 

the ability to upload multimedia in the form of images, audio and video files, sharing of 

hyperlinks, sharing documents and readings as well as permitting submission of 

assignments, provides instructors with another form of course delivery beyond the 

classroom. These platforms are often termed as learning management platforms (LMS) 

and they promote the process of learning and teaching using the internet (Koh & Lee, 

2008).  

Some platforms have additional features where faculty can create quizzes, engage 

students in a dialogue through the discussion thread and host online conferencing for a 

virtual class. There are additional tools at a professor’s disposal including chat rooms to 
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connect with peers, a calendar that updates submission dates and sends reminders and 

online collaborations through a shared document. One of the arguments in support of the 

adaptation of learning platforms is to improve the traditional ways of learning and 

provide more engaging experience to students (Higgins & Mosely, 2001).  

Members of the faculty often use the Discussion feature on the university’s 

learning management platform Canvas, to engage students in an online discussion based 

on their readings. Typically, faculty would upload the assigned readings for the week and 

students can post their reflection on the readings on the ‘discussion board’ of the 

Discussions tab. This is a weekly activity and students have a set time frame within 

which they have to respond. More often than not, students are graded for their 

contribution and this is considered to be a part of their class participation. Faculty refers 

to the activity as blog post writing on the discussion board. Depending on the faculty, 

students may have prompts to guide the discussion, may be mandated to respond to their 

peers or may have a discussion leader nominated for the week. The next sections provide 

an insight into the development of online learning, learning management platforms and 

blogs. 

 

The Concept of Blended and Online Learning 

A class set up that has in-class meetings and also interacts online, such as through 

a learning management platform, is referred to as a mixed-mode or blended mode 

learning. Blended learning is a combination of face-to-face (physical) and online (virtual) 

learning environments (Stacey & Gerbic, 2009). Harasim (1990) recounts the emergence 

of blended modes of learning in the early 1980s. The process is a pedagogical mix of in-

class engagement along with online activities such as discussions, group projects, video 



 6

lectures and assignments to name a few. Grading for the activities conducted online is at 

the faculty’s discretion.  

The 1990s saw the emergence of various software to support educational 

activities taking place online. Linda Harasim, a theorist of online education, in her book, 

Learning Theory and Online Technology (2012), provides an overview of the online 

learning environments. These online platforms, she said, promoted collaboration through 

the use of computers and an internet connection. They came to be referred to as either 

learning management systems or content management platforms or virtual learning 

environments. Tools available on these platforms then included discussions forums, quiz 

pages, gradebooks and a calendar. These tools were created to assist faculty with 

scaffolding techniques while teaching and to provide support for educational projects. 

Scaffolding techniques, defined by The Glossary of Education Reform, are instructional 

techniques adopted by instructors to help students comprehend the learning and bridge 

any gaps that students may face in their learning. In the 1990’s and 2000’s, Blackboard, 

WebCT, Desire2Learn and Moodle were some of the available platforms for online 

course delivery.  

With the advent of online learning, the concept of synchronous and asynchronous 

engagement gained attention. Synchronous engagement is when students communicate in 

real time and asynchronous is when they communicate online but are not required to be 

online at the same time (Ko & Rosen, 2010). Authors Koshy and Benson (2017) in their 

essay based on scaffolding models for online discussion state that online discussions are 

based on various factors. These include the learning objectives set out by the faculty for 

the course, the number of students enrolled in the course and how well do they know 
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each other, different kinds of learners and their needs, and comfort level of the instructor 

in the use of technology in pedagogy. It has been argued that higher education requires a 

movement from centering on the individual mind to including learning built by mediated 

conversations among members of peer groups, local learning communities and a broader 

cultural system (Sherry, 2009). 

The variety of tools available on learning management platforms today can be 

structured as per course and faculty requirements. For instance, a discussion board 

activity may have a nominated group leader each week or faculty could break a large 

class down into smaller groups for the discussion. Forums to discuss may be opened to 

students at a particular time and be made closed for comments after allocating adequate 

time for the activities. Irrespective of the structure that the faculty chooses to adopt, the 

environment leads to user generated content and provides support for ongoing 

pedagogical activities. Engagements on discussion forums, as research indicates, 

redefines the concept of space and time. Because virtual discussions extend beyond the 

allocated class time and can take place outside of the class, they have the ability to 

continue the discussion and student engagement even after students have left the 

classroom for the day (Meyer, 2003). They provide flexibility in terms of engagement 

and provide a means to collaborate beyond the four walls of a classroom. 

 

Learning Management System: The Online Conversation and Student Learning 

Dolence & Norrin (1995) observed the obvious shift in institutions from being a 

provider-driven, industrial age model to a learner-centric, competency-based, 

information-age one.  An important concept to note here is Web 2.0. It is a collective 

term for a mass movement in society towards new forms of user engagement and one 
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supported by Web-based tools, resources, services and environment (Collins and 

Moonen, 2008). In the realm of Web 2.0, learning management systems provide features 

such as calendars, emails, file-sharing and discussion forums that support learners as they 

progress in their coursework (Cavana, 2009).  Peterson and Harpe (2009) highlight the 

optimism behind the use of technology in classrooms. Apart from supporting learning 

and enhancing teaching, technology provides greater access, flexibility to learning and 

better faculty-student communication. 

Conversation is generally an interactive process. Conversation in learning entails 

student engagement that leads to a collaborative understanding of meaning and deepens 

their level of understanding. Discussions, when moved online, create a distance and a 

freedom and almost reduce conversational coherence (Van Der Pol, 2009). They could 

resemble a monologue instead of a true dialogue (Fay, Garrod, & Carletta, 2000). The 

computer-mediated communication (CMC) can hinder effective online learning 

conversations as a result of the reduced interactional coherence (Herring, 1999). A 

reduced level of interactivity and absence of nonverbal communication can lead to 

miscommunication.  

 

Blogs  

Linda Harasim (2012), defines blogs as ‘a personal journal or diary that is 

available on the web’ (p. 27). The person maintaining this blog is called a blogger and is 

responsible for updating the blog. Derived from the term weblog, a blog permits 

chronological publication with the recent post organized on the top. Blogs provide the 

ability to add hyperlinks and upload images to your post. Harasim recollects that blogs 
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became popular during the 2004 elections when they were ‘used to report on and discuss 

political events’ (p. 27). While blogs permit conversational discussion through the 

possibility of commenting on the blog, Harasim writes that blogs are, in fact, not intended 

for a group discussion. To support social discourse for discussions that evolve over a 

period of time, Harasim suggested the use of discussion threads. In the context on online 

learning, blogs can serve as an individual learning journal. Students keep blogs as an 

inventory of their learning. This helps them build up on previous knowledge and generate 

new insight (Page & Ali, 2009). 

Blogs provide unique tools to support the implementation of constructivist 

principles in the classroom. In particular, blogs contained a combination of features to 

support students. These include inquiry (a centralized reflective environment and the 

ability to look back on the posts at the end of the semester), collaboration (reading peer 

reflections and the ability to post responses on these reflections) and feedback (a tool that 

supports feedback from peers as well as instructors). 

 

Threaded Discussions  

Earlier advocates of asynchronous discussion supported its feature of combining 

the written and spoken word and its impact on learning. ‘The overarching purpose of 

discussion is to help learners to explore their experience so that they become more critical 

thinkers’ (Brookfield, 1991, p. 277). Furthermore, Harasim (1990) claimed that the ‘need 

to verbalize all aspects of interaction within the text-based environment can enhance such 

metacognitive skills as self-reflection and revision in learning’ (p. 277). She further 

argues that online discussions provide for a process that involves thinking critically, 
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forming ideas and testing them before reaching a decision or a conclusion. Miller (2009) 

writes that initial responses in a synchronous environment tend to be brief and are more 

likely to express an emotional reaction, an unexamined prejudice or a personal 

experience. Posts on discussion boards tend to be longer, more coherent and offer 

reasonable defense of a generalization. 

As my research focuses on the discussions on Canvas, the platform says, 

‘discussions allow for interactive communication between two or more people’ and these 

permit the user to communicate with the entire class or a group. Canvas allows faculty to 

use two kinds of discussions; Focused Discussions and Threaded Discussions. Focused 

discussions allow for two levels of nesting which means you would have the original post 

and the subsequent replies to it. Threaded discussions were discussions permitting replies 

within replies and this thread could last for a longer duration. These discussions permit 

infinite levels of nesting. 

 

Research Question 

My research focused on understanding what students thought about their weekly 

reflective writing assignments on discussion boards or through blog posts. Hence, the 

research question I ask is: 

 What is the student’s perception of online discussion forums? 

 

Lexicon of Terms 

 Certain terms used in the research paper are specific to the online learning 

context. I have a list of terms here to help the reader understand the reference of these 

terms used in the research. 
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• Artifact (Medium): 

Technology, either hardware or software. 

• Blog Post: 

A series of archived internet posts typically characterized by brief texts entered in 

reverse chronological order and generally containing hypertext links to other sites 

recommended by the author. 

• Student Engagement:  

Degree of attention, curiosity, interest, optimism, and passion that students show 

when they are learning or being taught, which extends to the level of motivation 

they have to learn and progress in their education. 

• Discussion Board:  

An asynchronous environmental tool that provides an opportunity for each 

individual to post a statement as well as to respond to the postings of other 

students; thus, creating a discussion (Markel, 2001). 

• Blended Learning:  

A combination of face-to-face (physical) and online (virtual) learning 

environments (Stacey & Gerbic, 2009), and is also known as hybrid learning 

(Kaleta, Skibba & Joosten, 2006). 
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II. LITERATURE REVIEW 

 

Blog Writing and Discussion Forums in Blended Learning Classrooms 

Blended learning opportunities place a high value on the use of technological 

resources to inculcate critical and reflective ways of expressing oneself in a classroom. 

There are many tools available on learning and content management platforms and the 

discussion forum is one of them. The forum is a space for students to reflect and share 

their thoughts through a written post. Blog writing permits users with little technical 

knowledge to publish their thoughts, opinions, emotions and share these with an 

audience. They are versatile, flexible and can be used for a variety of purposes. Scholars 

Williams and Jacobs (2004) speak of blogs as the technology having the potential to 

change teaching and learning since publication of one’s thoughts to an audience can be an 

‘uplifting and sometimes cathartic experience’ (Jacobs, 2003, p. 233). Reading what 

other people opined on blogs or discussion boards in learning management platforms 

adds value to student’s learning. Blogs, at times, may pressure students to confront their 

opinions leading to reflected interpretations (Mortensen & Walker, 2002) and even 

provide higher order thinking (Ferdig & Trammel, 2004).  

Downes (2004) claimed that blogging improved student’s writing and debating skills 

while Walker (2005) was of the view that blogs led to the creation of a ‘self-supported 

online student community’ (p. 164). There were many reasons for the adoption of blogs 

such as display of peer’s work (Oatman, 2005), advancing literacy through storytelling 

and motivation (Clyde, 2005) and presenting varied perspectives on the same subject 

matter (Altiero, 2004; Nückles, 2004).  
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Oravec (2003) presented research in which she spoke of weblogs encouraging the 

development of individual, critical voices within the broader context of classroom 

interaction. She wrote of the weblog as a ‘malleable and fluid medium through which 

individuals can develop an individualized voice that can reflect facets of their personal 

style and idiosyncratic intellectual approaches’ (p. 225). In fact, blogs were viewed as a 

powerful form for online expression (Carvar, 2003) motivating students to write, to 

conduct research, to share their findings and to analyze various materials they had 

accessed over the internet. Oravac (2003) spoke of blogs as a means to develop 

individual perspectives within an ‘often overwhelming mix of educational activity’ (p. 

226).  

Augmenting classroom practices and affording educators with a new medium for 

distance learning, the weblog has impacted the education sector in more ways than one. 

No doubt, there are issues at hand- from isolation, distress, frustration (Egan & Gibb, 

1997; Hardy & Boaz, 1997) to lack of prompt and unambiguous feedback (Hara & Kling, 

2007). Yet, blogs offer students with an outlet to present their ideas, creativity and talent. 

Blog writing is a catalyst for presenting perspectives and analysis and a means to 

contributing to self and community knowledge enhancement. 

Many researchers have contributed to understanding the impact of blogging and 

virtual engagement in classrooms, especially those adopting a blended learning format. 

The research examined the influence of the process of educational blogging through 

different lenses including learning theories, behavioral science and student feedback. This 

prior research in the use of blog writing and discussion forums in student learning has 

been categorized as follows. 
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Student Collaboration 

Blogs, as prior research examines, contributes to promoting collaboration among 

students (Järvenoja & Järvelä, 2009). They are a convenient and valuable medium to 

share thoughts. The ability to post images and other multimedia is seen as a vehicle for 

self-expression and self-presentation (William & Jacobs, 2004). Feedback through 

comments is seen as an unambiguous indication of receiving support and recognition on 

the online platform (Farmer 2004; Du & Wagner, 2007). Research by Sim and Hew 

(2010) suggests that blogs render users with four features: individual ownership, 

hyperlinked post structure, updates presented in reverse chronological order and archival 

of postings. Moreover, self-disclosure in blogs invites other students to participate and 

contribute to the blog through peer comments (Leslie & Murphy, 2008). Blogging was 

found useful to students to interact with one another and get to know their peers. The 

activity promoted collaboration and students found it easy to coordinate with one another 

for projects. 

According to researchers Brescia and Miller (2006), blogs provide students with 

certain affordances. They built on findings presented by Ferdig and Trammel (2004) and 

concluded that reflection on readings, conducting research, adding hyperlinks and URLs 

(Uniform Resource Locator) to support their arguments provided an understanding of the 

development of conceptualizations to their audience. These are often termed as 

affordances. An affordance is defined by Norman (1998) as ‘the perceived and actual 

properties of the thing, primarily those fundamental properties that determine just how 

the thing could possibly be used’ (Robertson, 2011, p. 1628). These affordances help 
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students become subject matter experts, take interest and ownership of their writing, have 

a chance at participation and engage in diverse perspectives with their peers.  

According to Farmer (2004), blogs permit users to achieve multimodal expression as 

one can use multimedia such as pictures, audio and video clips in blogs. The interactive 

mechanism and the ability to use hyperlinks promotes connection and discussion (Hall & 

Davison, 2007). Du and Wagner (2007) researched on the collaborative nature of blogs to 

reveal how knowledge is constructed through sharing, networking, group work and 

community building on the platform supporting blogs. Their research method included 

questionnaires to better understand students’ experience when using blogs in a Bachelor 

of Education (B.Ed.) program at a university in Hong Kong. William & Jacobs (2004) 

speak of the potential of blogs to provide access to meaningful intellectual exchange. 

Also, blogs were seen to promote social interaction as they ‘support, facilitate, model and 

increase opportunities for social, peer and group interaction, communication, presence, 

feedback and networking learning experiences’ (Leslie & Murphy, 2008, p. 4). An 

additional purpose of the blog maybe to ‘support, contribute to and provide opportunities 

for collaborative, cooperative and community centered sharing, building, contributing, 

outlining and asserting knowledge, ideas, opinions, different viewpoints, interpretation, 

perspectives and common goals’ (Leslie & Murphy, 2008, p. 4).  

Compared to writing private journals such as notes that students would typically keep 

to themselves, blogs offer a social medium that permits dialogues among peers (Farmer, 

2004). Stiler and Philleo (2003) observed that blogs unlike journal entries were 

evaluative and analytic, covering depth and breadth of student reflections. They also 

heightened a student’s autonomy (Williams & Jacobs, 2004). This report was built upon 
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Moore’s Theory of Transactional Distance (1993), an influential theory on distance 

education. According to Moore, the transactional distance, i.e. the distance between 

learners and their teachers is more a psychological and communications space than a 

physical and geographic separation. This transaction distance is a function of three 

variables- structure, dialogue and learner autonomy. According to Moore, these are the 

main areas to consider when designing a blog supported learning environment. 

Interactive responses contribute to developing social presence and as the authors 

Leslie and Murphy quote Nardi, Schiano and Gumbrecht (2004), ‘...bloggers reported 

that they gained momentum when they realized others were actually reading their posts’ 

(p. 7). Students benefit from the control they exercise on their blog writing (Anderson, 

2005) and the activity helps them build on their social capital because they accumulate 

resources through their interaction with others (Ellison, Steinfield & Lampe, 2007). 

Along with reflective writing, students are encouraged to present feedback to their peers 

with the notion to see different perspectives as well as assimilate and accommodate 

information (Xie, Ke & Sharma, 2007).  

But blog writing may not always culminate into peer collaboration. There was 

another facet to be noted by Leslie and Murphy (2008) when writing responses to a 

peer’s post. This concerned dissonance in the comment. Stating a disagreement in a 

comment involved a certain level of risk that could lead to a loss of face. In fact, students 

found it easier to speak to their peers in person about a writing in their blogpost that they 

did not agree with (Leslie & Murphy, 2008). Research also touched upon the presence of 

the teacher. Anderson et al (2001) suggested that a teacher is indeed a subject matter 

expert and is in a position to provide a scaffolded learning experience to students. 
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Interaction with the instructor leads to satisfaction and better perceived learning than an 

interaction with peers, noted Garrison & Cleveland-Innes (2005). Comments by peers 

limits the interactivity. It could lead to a lack of depth in the conversation. Hodkinson 

(2007) noted that blog enabled discussions were in fact short-lived. They were two-way 

exchanges between the reader and the blogger. The interaction was asymmetric because 

the interactivity was limited on the blogosphere. This may not lead to a dynamic 

exchange of dialogues in the virtual world. 

While blogs promote virtual interaction and permit students to connect with one 

another through mutual exchange of knowledge, research by Leslie & Murphy (2008) 

indicates that there are concerns especially regarding commenting on peer’s posts on the 

platform. The use of multimedia and hyperlinks on these platforms can create more peer 

engagement but the platform cannot replace the instructor who has the expertise in the 

course being taught and can provide a scaffolded experience to the students (Garrison & 

Cleveland-Innes, 2005). 

 

Blogs and Reflective Learning 

The process of writing blogs in an educational context is seen to have an impact on 

the way students learn. They permit students to take responsibility of their own learning. 

Theorists have contributed to better understanding of how students learn through their 

own experiences, from their peers and from their social interactions. Some of these 

theories are addressed below.  

Self-directed learning is a process that has the learner take the initiative and 

responsibility to setting his or her own learning goals (Loyens et al.,2008). A learner 
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identifies and addresses the gaps in the learning, looks for resources and selects 

appropriate learning strategies to evaluate the learning. Building upon prior research and 

a content analysis of blogs written by students at a university in Scotland, researcher Judy 

Robertson (2011) concluded that blogs could be viewed as a community of learners and 

teachers aimed to develop cognitive, social and self-directed learning skills. Garrison, 

Anderson and Archer (2001) coined the term ‘cognitive presence’ to indicate the ‘extent 

to which learners are able to construct and confirm meaning through sustained reflection 

and discourse in a critical community of inquiry’ (p. 58). Students could blog about what 

they learnt, they could encourage their peers by reading and commenting on their posts 

and teachers could provide feedback and assistance to students.  

A constructivist learning perspective sees learners as active creators of knowledge; 

and learning as a social process of negotiation and construction (Jonasses, 1999). 

Researchers Deng and Yeun in 2010 referred to the constructivist model framework by 

Jonassen, Davidson, Collins, Campbell and Haag (1995) when analyzing blog posts by 

students enrolled in an undergraduate program at a university in Hong Kong. According 

to this framework, knowledge is twofold. Individually constructed knowledge means 

individuals will learn and partake in successive knowledge building activities based on 

their biological development stages (Piaget, 1980). Socially constructed knowledge 

emphasized on learning achieved through social activities, i.e. on the interpretations of 

their experiences (Vygotsky, 1978).  

Hall and Davison (2007) considered Kolb’s experiential learning cycle (Kolb, 1982) 

for a study in which students explore naïve concepts through exposure to realities of the 

subject matter. They studied a course assessed blog for an undergraduate class. The 
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module was titled ‘Information Delivery’ and was part of an accredited library 

information science (LIS) degree program in the United Kingdom. Students use their 

individual experiences as an opportunity to reflect what they understand and therefore 

modify their behavior and beliefs accordingly. Their research was based on the 

consideration that writing blogs was equivalent to speaking in class, reading was mapped 

to listening and commenting was, the virtual class discussion.  

Building on these theories, it may seem that students use blogs to record their 

individual experiences and have a chance to revisit these experiences. Not limiting to 

their personal insights, the students are able to acknowledge a peer’s interpretation of an 

experience (Leslie & Murphy, 2008). Such a collective understanding provides different 

conceptual perspectives to all participating students (Freeman et al, 2006).  Judy 

Robertson (2011) pointed out that blogs were a convenient way to ‘produce and share 

reflective learning log’ (p. 1628) and ‘offer an audience for student writing’ (p. 1628) in a 

collaborative environment. For the research, she carried out a content analysis of design 

diaries written by students enrolled in a computer science program, at a university in 

Scotland. She found that the collaboration builds on the concept of co-regulation or 

assistance in regulating each other’s behavior (Järvenoja & Järvelä, 2009).  

Blog writing can also be adopted by facilitators to help students reflect on the context 

of the subject being taught. It could be seen as a way to understand what students are able 

to learn from the teaching. Defining reflection as a ‘cycle of inquiry for the purpose of 

making meaning or finding solutions for a troubling situation or question’ (p. 18), 

scholars Xie, Ke and Sharma (2007) studied reflective writing by forty-four students 

attending an introductory political science course at a university. The researchers aim was 
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to determine if the process contributed to their learning. They categorized the learning in 

two stages; surface learning where learner memorizes new ideas and deep learning where 

learner actively integrates new ideas into the cognitive structure. To encourage such a 

reflection, students were urged to write journals that would externalize their thinking. The 

study was built on Moon’s (1999) hypothetical model called the map of learning. Thus, 

reflection in the context of the map of learning meant integrating learning into a cognitive 

structure which also contains previous knowledge. The next step according to the map of 

learning was taking a critical overview to accumulate further understanding of the self or 

of the knowledge. This in turn, leads to higher order learning.  

However, through the study, researchers Xie, Ke & Sharma (2007) found that some 

students did not understand what the reflection activity meant and how this strategy 

would help them in their learning. They concluded that while this was a continuous 

activity, their reflection level may increase over time but their intrinsic motivation 

towards the course and the blogging activity may not increase accordingly. Furthermore, 

reflection may not always lead to self-directed learning. There exists a possibility that 

students may not feel comfortable expressing misconceptions or difficulties leading to a 

negative assessment of their abilities (Robertson, 2011). They may distress over asking 

questions in their reflections for the fear of asking obvious questions. Facilitators could 

express clarity regarding the reach and purpose of the blog to overcome this issue. They 

could emphasize that the blog is set up to provide adequate pedagogic support and to 

promote independent learner thought, commentary and creativity (Farmer, Yue & 

Brooks, 2007).  
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Blogs on various educational platforms permit learners to use the space to reflect on 

the readings assigned for the week. Students may use the space to express their own 

learning based on their experiences. But investigation indicates that students may not feel 

comfortable asking questions on the platform which in turn could hamper their own 

learning and understanding of the subject matter at hand (Robertson, 2011). 

 

The Role of Time 

Meyer (2003) put forth critical observations regarding time and online discussions in 

her research. She highlighted how time is important to everyone; irrespective of the 

independent experiences regarding time. She carried out a content analysis of the online 

discussions occurring in two doctoral level classes in educational leadership. She writes 

that in the context of a classroom, time is limited. Each lecture is allocated a certain time 

frame according to the schedule of the school or the university. Within this limited time, 

the faculty instructs the class on the context of the subject. At the same time, students 

compete with one another in the class to present their ideas not only to fellow classmates, 

but also to display their knowledge to the teacher. All within the allocated class time. 

Meyer (2003) further points out that in an educational model, such as the instructivist 

model that passes information from one mind to another through talking or writing, this 

limited time frame would not make a large difference. She questions what would happen 

if the faculty adopts a constructivist model of education, focusing on knowledge 

construction through experience. This model is time consuming. Students are likely to 

learn at different rates and through different experiences. They may take time improving 
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their retention of the learned material; but this leads to achieving better learning on their 

part. While the model may take more time, it provides more benefits.  

Meyers (2003) findings in the research indicate that an online discussion through 

discussion forums or blogs expands time. Unlike the limited time allocated to a class for 

instruction and discussion at a university, virtual discussions could occur for several 

hours and days even after the prescribed class time. Students spend considerable time on 

the discussion forum as they read posts by their peers, think about a response, prepare a 

response and check back later to see other’s contributions to the post. This process adds 

time to the discussion. Students in this reflective exercise do not feel constrained to 

answer immediately, as may be required in a live discussion. Students are provided with 

the opportunity to become good writers as they spend time in providing succinct or well 

thought responses. Students also have the chance to participate multiple times by making 

multiple contributions through response and peer feedback. 

But Meyer (2003) noted some adverse observations. The online discussion could not 

replace the spark and energy of a face to face discussion. In class, students could respond, 

comment, collaborate- all on the spot, and partake in the enthusiasm. Threaded 

discussions in comparison were slow as students took time to read and prepare responses. 

Virtual interaction fails to replicate the hand gestures or facial expressions that are 

imminent in a classroom. These are considered important cues to derive meaning and 

feelings of the speaker. According to Meyer, threaded discussions focus on one speaker 

at a time and do not necessitate the participation by every member of the community at 

the same time. Similarly, emotions of a live interaction cannot be replaced in a threaded 
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discussion. Figure 2.1 below sums up the emergent themes in prior research conducted on 

blog writing and the use of discussion forums in an educational context. 

 

Figure 2.1: Emergent Themes in Prior Research. 

This figure shows the key themes in prior research on blog post writing and discussion forums 

used in education. The green boxes show the advantages of the process of blog writing while the 

red boxes indicate the observed disadvantages. 

 

 

Concluding Remarks 

Critics of online learning bring attention to the loss of energy and immediacy of 

face to face interaction in online discussions which may be of importance to both faculty 

and students. Researcher Weinberger (2002) made an important observation of how 

threaded discussions have ‘elements of real-world conversation’ (Meyer, 2003, p. 56) but 

it cannot replace the threaded discussion in a real world. Irrespective of the advantages of 

blogs, they could also pose challenges when operationalizing and integrating them into an 

ongoing educational practice.  
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Online exchanges on discussion boards and blog posts permit access to the 

discussion even after the discussion has concluded. This access supports analysis for the 

faculty to look for student learning outcomes (Meyer, 2005). Engaging students in online 

discussions and blog writing ensures that each student has a chance to practice leadership 

in a discussion and contribute to discussions that are of personal interest to them. Meyer 

(2005) points out how important it is to take into account that tools do not push the 

dynamics of a classroom, but it is the interplay between the tool, the content, the 

instructor and the learners. There also exists the potential forcefulness that tempts 

students to simply participate for a grade or because it is one of the requirements of an 

assignment.  

One of the suggested ways to counter these effects is to use guidelines, rubrics 

and explicitly stated expectations (Brownstein & Klein, 2003) along with a guided 

introduction (Xie, Ke & Sharma, 2005). This could include a how to guide on writing 

effective and reflective blogs conducive to achieving a fruitful blogging experience. 

Forced participation through a graded structure may create anxiety among the students 

and more so amongst those unfamiliar with the technology or with asynchronous 

communication (Althaus, 1997). These could harm the authentic nature of blogging. An 

effort is needed to ensure that students feel comfortable expressing themselves on the 

platform. Self-Determination Theory (SDT) by Ryan & Deci (2000) enumerates that a 

person would be deemed extrinsically motivated if he or she acts in response to an 

external factor such as the fear of punitive actions or a promise of a positive return. In 

case of blogs, mandating writing a blog could be the extrinsic motivators used by the 
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educators. Students would then be left with no other choice but to write the blog and 

leave aside any apprehensions they may have. 

However, Oravec (2003) pointed to certain features of blogs that could impact 

student learning. In her research she says that the use of hyperlinks in blogs could render 

students discussing topics that are contemporary and not what could be termed as useful 

to the context. Secondly the use of information in the construction of a weblog 

encourages the use of secondary sources rather than the primary ones which students can 

obtain through interviews, observations or their own research. This raises the question of 

what can be termed appropriate to write in a weblog for an educational context. At times, 

repetition of writing blogs, such as weekly or biweekly, can be time consuming and 

students may eventually lack enthusiasm, and this renders it a boring process.  The lack 

of focus (Brownstein & Klein ,2006) and the lack of clarity to students in understanding 

the purpose of the blog (Efimova,2003) can create issues for its implementation.  

While blogs are a method to disseminate information, there exists an asymmetric 

structure wherein the writer of the blog exercises complete authority over the blog post 

and is also in a position to lead, continue or alter the course of the interaction (Hall & 

Davison, 2007). This may not permit an all-encompassing presentation of student views. 

For instance, the views expressed in the very first blog post could determine and 

influence the course of the entire virtual discussion. Research by Williams & Jacobs 

(2004) concludes that the design of blogs requires a tailored approach that takes student 

needs into consideration. They characterized blogs as a dynamic social connectivity that 

could be used as an educational resource in the social construction of knowledge. This 

entails using more structure and coaching on how students should use blogs for the class. 
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In fact, Wrede (2003) was of the opinion that professors could make the most of students’ 

autonomous creativity by designing curriculums that valued these qualities. Thus, 

blogging could create a sense of personal empowerment and present expressive 

entitlement to the students in class.  

The prior research in the field of blog writing and discussion forums has brought 

key aspects of student learning to the forefront. Apart from peer interactivity, facets of 

time, collaboration among students and self-reflection by the learners through blogs are 

key areas to probe. The following chapters will investigate how graduate students at 

Georgetown University perceive the process of writing blogs on the discussion forum on 

the learning management platform, Canvas. Students spend considerable time each week 

preparing reflective writing assignments. The research will focus on their perception of 

the tool and investigate the impact of the usefulness of the tool to their learning. The 

research will study the discussion forum as a technology to determine the value addition 

of this tool to student collaboration and peer engagement. Furthermore, the tool will be 

analyzed to determine if it displaces an existing structure or retrieves a lost feature or 

reverses the functions it is supposed to perform.   
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III. METHODOLOGY 

 

Research Design 

The purpose of the research was to understand what graduate students thought about 

the weekly reflective writing assignments on Georgetown University’s learning 

management platform, Canvas. Hence, graduate students at the University’s Graduate 

School of Arts and Sciences (GSAS) were approached for the study. A request for 

approval of the study was placed with Georgetown University’s Institutional Review 

Board (IRB). Upon receiving approval (IRB ID # STUDY00000155), a call for 

participants was distributed electronically via email. I was interested in examining 

students’ perceptions and experiences with reflective writing on discussion boards. 

Hence, I decided on conducting qualitative research with one-on-one interviews with the 

participants  

 

Interview Planning and Design 

I interviewed 13 graduate students at the university for this study. There were two 

male and 11 female participants. The participants were enrolled in varied programs, i.e., 

Communication, Culture and Technology, English Literature and Learning and Design. 

As the study focused on experiences of graduate students, this sampling of participants 

may be termed purposeful sampling. The data set was purposefully chosen to fit the 

characteristics of the research project (Tracy, 2013). In my research, interviewees were 

required to have been a part of a blended learning environment. A purely online class or a 

purely in-person class would not have justified the findings. They were also required to 
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have been enrolled in a class that had weekly virtual engagement either on Canvas or a 

class site on WordPress/Google Sites. At the same time, the data may also be referenced 

as convenience sampling because the samples were ‘convenient, easy and relatively 

inexpensive to access’ (Tracy, 2013, p. 134). Figure 3.1 represents the demographic 

details of the participants in the study.  

 

Figure 3.1: Interviewee Demographics and Coursework Detail.  

This figure represents the demographic details of the interviewees and information on their 

enrolled coursework at the University. 

 

The methodology to gather data was one-on-one interviews as they entail 

conversations bearing a purpose (Tracy, 2013). Interviews permit an exchange of ideas 

through a series of questions and answers mainly on a theme of mutual interest (Kvale & 

Brinkmann, 2009). I adopted a semi-structured interview guide coupled with both close 

and open-ended questions.  The aim of the interviews was to stimulate a discussion 

centered on the experience of reflection writing on discussion boards and thoughts on 

engaging in virtual participation. All interviews were conducted in person and ranged 

from a minimum of 15 minutes and 31 seconds to the longest interview that ran up to 34 
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minutes and 50 seconds. Based on convenience, the researcher and the participants met 

on campus for the interview. 

Interviews require strategic thinking and adequate planning. They are an opportunity 

to reflect and understand participants’ perspective through an ‘organic, adaptive and 

oftentimes energizing’ path (Tracy, 2013, p. 132). While the interviewer and interviewee 

are partners in the conversation, as Tracy (2013) points out, the interviewer almost 

always has more control than the interviewee as he/she can direct the dialogue and the 

flow of the conversation. At the same time, the interviewer is obligated to manage the 

interviewee’s responses with ethical care. For instance, prior to the start of each 

interview, the interviewees were requested to complete an informed consent request 

form. Apart from reminding the participants of their rights as a participant, the consent 

form also requested their consent to be audio recorded for the purpose of transcription of 

the interviews. A copy of the signed consent form was retained with the researcher while 

the signed form was shared with the participant. 

The interview questions were a mix of close and open-ended questions asking 

participants to narrate their experiences in writing blogs on discussion boards for virtual 

class participation. Questions specific to the research study were drawn up to further 

understand the value of this technology to students enrolled in a blended learning format 

as a part of their graduate study. (See Appendix B for Interview Questions).  

Not restricting to understanding the merits or demerits of the use of blog writing for 

class participation, the research aimed to touch upon some specific feedback by 

participants. These included questions related to the presence of grades for reflection 

writing, the structured format of participation and the presence of self-identity in the 
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written blogs. Furthermore, participants were asked if they would like to have access to 

all of their written work on the discussion board upon graduating from their coursework. 

Participants were encouraged to provide accounts of their experience in using this 

technology, but close attention was paid to ensure that questions were non-leading and 

not threatening to the participants’ identity (Tracy, 2013).  

 

Quantitative Data Analysis 

Interviewee responses were coded and analyzed to understand the value of discussion 

boards as a technology in student learning and peer engagement. I provide an in-depth 

analysis of the interviewee responses in the next two chapters where I introduce Marshall 

McLuhan’s four Laws of Media, i.e. the tetrad. In this section, I will present students’ 

feedback on certain quantitative questions that were asked during the interview.  

Students were asked to respond to 7 quantitative questions on peer feedback, faculty 

response, graded structure and their preferred mode of discussion. Participants were 

asked to respond as either ‘yes’, ‘no’ or ‘maybe/sometimes’ to the questions. Their 

responses have been summarized below: 

 

Question 1- Reading posts by others after you have completed your reflection when not 

mandated: 

When students were asked if they go back and read posts by other students when it is not 

mandated, figure 3.2 shows 9 out of the thirteen participants said they do sometimes. 

None of the participants responded ‘yes’. 
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Figure 3.2: Quantitative Question 1: Reading Posts When Not Mandated. 

Student responses on reading posts by peer when not mandated. 

 

 

Question 2- Responding to posts by peers when not mandated: 

When students were asked if they respond to posts by their peers when it is not mandated, 

figure 3.3 shows 12 out of the thirteen participants said they do not respond. None of the 

participants responded ‘yes’. 

 

Figure 3.3: Quantitative Question 2: Responding to Posts When Not Mandated. 

 Student responses on responding to a peer’s when not mandated. 
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Question 3- Access to all posts upon graduation: 

When students were asked if they would like to have access to their posts upon 

graduation, figure 3.4 shows 9 out of the thirteen students responded that they would like 

to have access. None of the participants responded ‘no’. 

 

Figure 3.4: Quantitative Question 3: Access to Posts Upon Graduation. 

Student responses on having access to posts upon graduation. 

 

Question 4- Professor’s response on the discussion board: 

When students were asked if their professors respond to their posts on the discussion 

board, figure 3.5 shows 8 out of the thirteen students responded that their professors do 

respond sometimes. None of the participants responded ‘yes’ while 5 students responded 

‘no’. 
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Figure 3.5: Quantitative Question 4: Professor’s Response on the Discussion Board. 

Student responses when asked if their professors respond to their posts on the discussion board. 

 

Question 5- Completing reflective writing exercises if they were not graded: 

When students were asked if they would complete reflection writing exercises on the 

discussion board if they were not graded, figure 3.6 shows eleven students responded that 

they would not do these exercises. None of the participants responded ‘yes’. 

 

Figure 3.6: Quantitative Question 5: Completing Reflective Writing Assignments When Not 

Graded. 

Student responses when asked if they would complete the reflective writing exercises if the 

exercises were not graded. 
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Question 6- Being influenced by responses prior to you posting your reflection writing: 

When asked if the students are influenced by the responses posted prior to them posting 

their reflection writing, figure 3.7 shows ten out of the thirteen students responded that 

they are influenced by prior posts while only 2 students responded ‘no’. 

 

Figure 3.7: Quantitative Question 6: Being Influenced by Prior Posts. 

Student responses when asked if they are influenced by the responses posted before they post 

their reflections on the discussion board. 

 

Question 7- Student Preference: In-class or virtual discussion: 

When asked if students preferred in-class or virtual discussions, figure 3.8 shows twelve 

of the students responded that they prefer in-class discussions. Only 1 of the participants 

responded that they were okay with either. 
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Figure 3.8: Quantitative Question 7: Students’ Preference- Virtual or In-class Discussion. 

Reading posts when not mandated Student responses when asked if they prefer in-class 

discussions over virtual discussions. 

 

Based on the data available through participant responses, to summarize, a 

majority of students said that they would like to have access to their posts upon 

graduation, they prefer in-class participation and that they are influenced by responses 

posted before them on the discussion board. They also do not respond to their peers if it is 

not mandated and said that they would not do the exercise if it was not graded for 

participation. This implies that students participate in the activities on the discussion 

board either because it is graded or mandated. While the discussion board is aimed to 

promote collaboration, students, through their responses indicate that the activity does not 

lead to an engaging experience.  
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IV. MARSHALL MCLUHAN AND THE FOUR LAWS OF MEDIA (TETRAD) 

“It is the framework which changes with each new technology and not just the picture 

within the frame.” 

Herbert Marshall McLuhan 

 

Marshall McLuhan (1911-1980) has been a key contributor to modern media 

studies through his writing on communication and technology. Born in Edmonton, 

Canada in 1911, McLuhan was interested in understanding the effect of new media as a 

technology on society. McLuhan attended the University of Manitoba, Canada, earning a 

BA and an MA in English. He pursued his doctoral studies at the University of 

Cambridge in England under the guidance of I.A Richards and F.R Leavis and was 

influenced by the formalist movement in literary theory called New Criticism (Gordon, 

1997). 

Marshall McLuhan returned to Canada and began teaching Communication and 

Culture at the University of Toronto. McLuhan’s doctoral dissertation was published as a 

book in 1951 titled The Mechanical Bride: Folklore of Industrial Man. In 1962, he 

introduced us to the concept of ‘global village’ through his writing of The Gutenberg 

Galaxy: The Making of Typographic Man.  In this book, he presented us with the idea 

that the world can be seen as a village when viewed through the lens of electronic media 

as he wrote about the effect of mass media on human consciousness (Gordon, 2012). 

McLuhan presented two key texts that speak of the power of media; 

Understanding Media: The Extensions of Man (1964) and The Medium is the Massage: 

An Inventory of Effects (1967) each reflecting the effect of communication media. Neil 

Postman, an American author and media theorist, encountered McLuhan during his years 
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at university. In a foreword to McLuhan’s biography, Postman says, “It was clear to us 

that what McLuhan was doing was showing us a way of thinking about media, puns and 

jokes included, and that it was not to the point that the content of what he was saying 

needed to be justified” (p. viii). In the foreword, Postman references that McLuhan was 

called the Apostle of the Electronic Age and the creator of the aphorism the global village 

and the medium is the message. 

Marshall McLuhan is credited with writing books and journal articles highlighting 

his research in new media. Some of his other well-known texts include, War and Peace 

in the Global Village (1968) by Marshall McLuhan and Quentin Fiore, From Cliché to 

Archetype (1970), Culture is Our Business (1970), Laws of Media: The New Science 

(1992) by Marshall & Eric McLuhan, The Global Village (1992) by Marshall McLuhan 

and Bruce. R Powers to name a few. 

 

Tracing the Emergence of the Laws of Media 

Author Philip Marchand penned a biography on the life and times of Marshall 

McLuhan titled Marshall McLuhan: The Medium and the Messenger: A Biography in 

1998. The book charts McLuhan’s childhood, extensively bringing to light his various 

contributions over the years and providing a window into his personal life. Incidents 

narrated in the book trace how McLuhan came to present the laws of media, a concept 

welcoming mixed review.  

In one of the chapters titled Unsold Books (1968-1972) in his biography, we are 

told of McLuhan working on a book titled Take Today. The book, concerning the changes 

in organizations due to the advent of electronic media, was co-authored with his friend 
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Barry Nevit. Nevit, an electrical engineer working in the telecommunications industry, 

was a close friend of McLuhan. Take Today was published in 1972 and sowed the seeds 

of the laws of media that McLuhan would go on to present in the following years. 

Another chapter titled The Sage of Wynchwood Park (1972-1979), articulates further on 

the laws. While working on Take Today, McLuhan traced the ‘fairly obvious’ (p. 252) 

first two laws- “Any major artifact enhanced or accelerated a certain process or thing. At 

the same time, the second law ran, it tended to render obsolescent another process or 

thing.” 

He may have referred to these two laws as ‘fairly obvious’ to point out how, in 

this case a medium, can have both positive as well as negative results upon use. It makes 

us think of the black and white of things, i.e. to question what the medium enhances or 

adds value and what does it make obsolete or does it take away some of the value? 

However, McLuhan also introduced the grey areas by thinking beyond just these two 

laws as we will see further. 

In McLuhan’s writing of From Cliché to Archetype (1970), an articulation of how 

clichés of the past became archetypes of the present, the third law developed. According 

to the third law, an artifact has the potential to retrieve some process that had once been 

obsolete. The fourth law stated that when pushed to the limit of its potential, the artifact 

flipped into something entirely new. McLuhan presented this law in his writing 

Understanding Media and said, that just as earlier forms of an artifact reach their peak 

performance, the law reveals new and opposite forms. 



 39

McLuhan published his findings in the journal Technology and Culture in January 

of 1975, in an article titled McLuhan’s Laws of the Media. The laws were presented as a 

‘tetrad’ asking four questions to an artifact: 

1. What did it (artifact) enhance? 

2. What did it (artifact) make obsolescent? 

3. What did it (artifact) retrieve? 

4. What did it (artifact) reverse or flip into? 

According to McLuhan, this four-part structure was not ‘logically connected but 

related like the parts of a metaphor, in a living, vibrant ratio’ (p. 253). He now began to 

apply the tetrad to endless phenomena, much like ‘an all-purpose intellectual tool kit’. In 

a letter to his friend, he said he had come up with sixty-three examples of the four laws. 

Upon publication, he challenged general readers to disprove them, if they could, since 

these laws were arrived at through a scientific method. He hoped this might lead to some 

new insight. Alas, the only response he received was a ‘long, rambling letter’ from an 

engineer and practicing attorney in Pittsburg, Pennsylvania named William Henry 

Venable. 

Doubleday Canada, McLuhan’s publisher, in 1974, agreed to publish his laws of 

media. Several meetings with the publishing house’s editor-in-chief, Betty Corson, were 

fruitless because McLuhan’s manuscript was not in a publishable shape. McLuhan 

presented a figurative explanation of the laws and not one through words. It was difficult 

for the publishers to make meaning of his figures and hence the laws failed to be 

published then. With several delays and revisions to the manuscript by McLuhan’s son, 
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Eric McLuhan, the book titled Laws of Media: The New Science by Marshall and Eric 

McLuhan was finally published in 1988 by the University of Toronto Press. 

Marchand, referring to the ‘cerebral heroes’ of McLuhan’s time says that none of 

them could ‘match the incandescence and liveliness of McLuhan’s intelligence’ (p. 288). 

His attitude towards predictions was ‘idiosyncratic’. In Understanding Media, two 

decades before video cassettes made their way, Marshall McLuhan said, “ at present time, 

film is still in its manuscript phase, as it were; shortly it will, under TV pressure, go into 

its portable, accessible, printed-book phase” (p. 287). Thus, in his own words, 

“All possible futures are contained in the present” (p. 287).   

 

Understanding the Tetrad 

“They (the laws of media) apply to all human artifacts, whether hardware or software, 

whether bulldozers or buttons, or poetic styles or philosophical systems.”  

Marshall McLuhan, The Global Village (p. 7) 

 

In the book, The Global Village, authors Marshall McLuhan and Bruce. R Powers 

speak of how technology impacts the situation and the environment of the ‘services and 

disservices’ (p. 6) it brings along. This environment, or the side effects themselves, 

present a new form of culture. A new technology displaces an old one; presenting a new 

sensibility made available by this new culture and man has to now realize what changes 

are brought forth by the new technology.  

McLuhan refers to the tetrad as ‘a manifestation of human thinking process’ (p. 

6). It is not a theory but instead a set of questions relying on observation and therefore 

can be put to test. Applying the tetrad is seen by the authors as a means to focus or draw 
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awareness to ‘hidden or unobserved qualities in our culture and our technologies’ (p. 6). 

It is logical and therefore applicable to a range of human artifacts such as either hardware 

or software.  

 

In the book, The Lost Tetrads of Marshall McLuhan (2017), authors Marshall and 

Eric McLuhan state that the four laws, governing innovations by humans, are represented 

in a ‘tetrad’. The laws concern the technology or device and to know what it will 

obsolesce, retrieve, enhance or reverse. Every invention varies and so does the effect it 

has on the people using the invention and the presence of the invention in the society as 

an artifact. The application of the four laws does not follow a particular order. Hence, the 

four laws, initially came to be represented as follows, seen here in figure 4.1, an 

illustration on the front cover of The Global Village (1992) by McLuhan and Powers. 

 

Figure 4.1: First Visual Representation of the ‘Tetrad’.  

This image appeared on the cover of the book, ‘The Global Village’ (1992) by Marshall McLuhan 

and Bruce R. Powers 
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Drawing influence from McLuhan’s writing, one of the reasons for such a ribbon-

like structure may be explained as follows. ‘Parts of the tetrad have the same 

complementary character’ (p. 8). Thus, retrieval is to obsolescence as enhancement is to 

reversal and at the same time, retrieval is to enhancement as obsolescence is to reversal. 

The tetrad reveals the dynamism of innovations and the retrieval and reversal features 

talk of its metamorphosis (McLuhan, 1992). Figure 4.2 shows the tetrad structure as it 

appears in McLuhan’s book, The Global Village (1992). 

 

Figure 4.2: The Tetrad Structure.  

The figure of the tetrad is seen on page 10 of the book, ‘The Global Village’ by Marshall 

McLuhan and Bruce R. Powers. This figure notes the four laws and their inter-relation to one 

another. 

 

 

 It is interesting to note that McLuhan’s laws, unlike scientific laws which are 

usually phrased as statements, are put forth as questions. Because researchers are probing 
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the situation, it permits them to preserve the heuristic character of the media (artifact) and 

apply it to as many human endeavours as possible. Applying the laws to an artifact may 

lead to more answers than one and neither of them can be termed as the right answer. In 

fact, researchers have a chance to organize the results into layers, leaving them with more 

than one complete tetrad. 

 

The Four Laws of Media 

        

Figure 4.3: How Tetrads Appear Today. 

 4 Laws of Media on ‘Wikipedia’ (left) and 4 Laws of Media on ‘Medium’ (right). 

 

 McLuhan’s four laws of media, also known as the tetrad, apply to all kinds of 

media. Figure 4.3 shows the different ways in which the tetrad and the four laws are 

represented today. In fact, McLuhan challenged readers and researchers to showcase a 

medium to which these laws could not apply or to even suggest a fifth law. They are 

questions not statements so that they may find a wide variety of application in all of 

humankind's endeavors. In the book Marshall McLuhan : escape into understanding : a 

biography (1997), researchers are invited to ask four questions about any medium to 

study the effect of the artifact on society. 
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1st Law: Enhance- What does it (artifact/technology) extend (amplify or enlarge)? 

The ‘extend’ in the research may be substituted with ‘enhance’, ‘intensify’, ‘make 

possible’ or even ‘accelerate’. In short, the probe is to try and understand the value 

addition of the artifact to the human using it or to the society at large or to research the 

positive effect of the artifact.  

Consider a simple example of a refrigerator. It enhances access to a wide variety 

of foods (McLuhan, 2017). A cell phone enhances connectivity as it accelerates 

interpersonal communication. In case of blog posts and discussion boards, the virtual 

medium provides a space for students to collaborate and exchange their reflective writing 

exercises with the other members of the class. 

 

2nd Law: Obsolescence- What does it (artifact/technology) make obsolete? 

Obsolescence, often times in case of the laws of media, reflects the consequence 

of an extension. The enhancement in the artifact can cause a certain phenomenon to 

become obsolete or be displaced. The displacement occurs simultaneously to the 

enhancement observed in the medium. The user could categorize this as a loss of value of 

another medium due to the use of this medium.  

For example, the use of refrigerators obsolesces dried food or the taste of fresh 

food (McLuhan, 2017). Cell phones make lined telephones obsolete. In case of blog 

writing, the virtual medium displaced synchronous engagement experienced in a 

classroom. 
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3rd Law: Retrieve- What does it (artifact/technology) retrieve? 

Retrieval brings back older structures and environments that may have been 

formerly obsolesced. The medium may bring back a historical experience through 

retrieval.  

In case of the refrigerator, it retrieves the leisure in cooking (McLuhan, 2017). 

Cell phones retrieve human communication because you now have the ability to talk to 

people over satellite and wireless connectivity even as you walk your dog. In the 

experience of a virtual engagement, the discussion boards retrieve equal opportunity for 

participants as every student enrolled in the class has a space to present their thoughts.  

 

4th Law: Reverse- What does it (artifact/technology) reverse into? 

An artifact’s reversal is measured only when it is pushed to its limits of potential. 

‘It will take on the complement of its original features or of its intended functions’ 

(McLuhan, p. 335). This is one of the trickier perceptions to comprehend when trying to 

note what an artifact reverses.  

A refrigerator reverses the flavor and texture of food (McLuhan, 2017). In case of 

cell phones, the constant connectivity reverses privacy. In the context of a virtual 

collaborative space, the process of blog writing may make students complacent to talk in 

class knowing that they could just as well use the virtual space. The reversal is merely 

something substantially different.  

McLuhan’s tetrad is not a theory, but a conceptual interpretation based on 

observation and experience. It can be used as an idea to predict the outcomes of the use of 

a technology. It has the ability to recognize patterns. It is a visual structure revealing the 

interplay of the distinct features of human brainchild. Thus, the laws of media are 
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applicable to innovations that maybe tangible or intangible and abstract or concrete, as 

McLuhan himself points out. The tetrad is an opportunity to address dynamic process and 

relationships of an innovation that may fail to be captured through a written description 

(Barone & Bresler, 2005).  

 

Coding Mechanism: Application of the Tetrad to Blog Posts & Discussion Boards  

Each of the interviews in the study were transcribed and systematically organized 

based on interviewee number (transcript number) and their responses. Quantitative 

responses were ordered separately from the qualitative responses. This data was 

organized chronologically, beginning with the first interview.  

Qualitative responses by interviewees were coded using the four laws of media 

(tetrad). Coding is ‘labelling and systemizing the data’ (Tracy, 2013, p.186). I used Excel 

spreadsheet provided in the Microsoft Office bundle to analyze data. I began with 

excerpts of interviewee responses that counted as what Tracy calls ‘data chunks’ (p.186). 

Each of these excerpts were further broken down into smaller meaning units and coded 

accordingly. Codes capture ‘summative, salient attribute’ (Saldaña, 2009, p. 3) for the 

data as they ‘represent a phenomenon’ (Tracy, 2013, p. 189). Based on McLuhan’s 

framework, the following mechanism was adopted (see also figure 4.5): 

• Enhance: When interviewees referred to the platform or the process to add value, 

have a positive impact, intensify, make possible or accelerate their learning or 

peer engagement (color code- green). 

• Obsolescence: When interviewees referred to the platform or the process as 

leading to loss of a value addition to learning, displacing learning or peer 
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engagement or leading to a consequence of a phenomenon that previously 

enhanced learning (color code- red). 

• Retrieve: When interviewees referred to the platform or the process as retrieving a 

lost value or a process or flipping an existing structure. This could either be 

positive or negative (color code- yellow). 

• Reverse: When interviewees referred to the platform or the process as reversing 

the existing characteristics or going against the intended functions (color code- 

purple). 

This process is the primary cycle coding that begins with data examination, initial 

coding and capturing the essence of participant responses (Tracy, 2013, p.189). I used in 

vivo codes or ‘language and terms of the participants themselves’ (Strauss, 1987; Tracy 

2013, p. 190) in the coding cycle and in defining meaning units. Figure 4.4 gives an 

example of the coding mechanism I adopted. Interviewee responses were color coded 

based on the four laws of media. The responses were further coded as primary level codes 

for the four laws and secondary level codes focusing on either the medium or the process. 

I analyzed 319 interviewee excerpts in total. The primary level coding is the initial cycle 

of coding that captures the essence of participant responses. This level analyzed the 

interviewee excerpts corresponding to one of the four laws, i.e. probing the technology to 

understand student perceptions of the discussion board. The secondary level codes 

categorize the codes into interpretive concepts. This code was applied to investigate if the 

student response corresponded to either the process or the medium, i.e. probing a 

particular facet of the technology. Appendix C guides the reader to the primary and 

secondary level codes in each interviewee responses. 
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Furthermore, the codes were interpreted to note if they were related to student 

learning, grades, peer engagement or platform functionality. This process is secondary 

cycle coding and entails second-level codes that ‘organize, synthesize and categorize 

(codes) into interpretive concepts’ (Tracy, 2013, p. 194).  

 

Figure 4.4: Example of the Coding Mechanism Adopted. 

 This figure shows the coding mechanism I adopted when analyzing the interviews. Each of the 

responses were color coded to state what law they refer to. Furthermore, each response was 

analyzed to represent what aspect of the technology it represented and how it impacted student’s 

perception. 

 

 

Analysis of One Interviewee Response 

I will now present the application of responses by one interviewee (32-year-old 

female interviewee) to the framework of the four Laws of Media presented by McLuhan. 

My one-on-one interview with this participant lasted for 34 minutes and 50 seconds. This 

was the longest interview and hence this interview was selected for the analysis. 32 of 

their responses were coded for the analysis. The participant is a student enrolled in the 

Communication, Culture and Technology program at the university. Responses of the 

interviewee were coded and I analyzed the responses based on the four Laws of Media 

(tetrad) as shown here, in figure 4.5. 
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Figure 4.5: Tetrad Adopted for the Analysis. 

This is an example of the coding mechanism I adopted based on the tetrad, i.e. the four Laws of 

Media. 

 

1st Law: ENHANCE 

Exemplar 1 

“And those courses is where the professor has said, I'm going to take the 30 of you in this 

class. And I'm going to put you in a subgroup to have a discussion about x topic in 

Canvas. So, for me, the smaller group was better because I felt like there were my 

classmates, real people reading my... my, whatever I posted and was really trying to think 

through real feedback.” 
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Condensed Meaning Unit Primary Level Code 

subgroup, discussion, smaller group was better, real 

people reading my, think through real feedback 

value addition to learning, 

positive effect 

Analysis: The interviewee appreciated the class being divided into sub-groups on the 

online discussion forum. This made the participant feel like their peers were reading what 

they wrote and thought through when providing feedback.  

 

Exemplar 2 

“Those for whom English is not their first language… but I just do not understand all 

that you are saying to me verbally, but once you've written it down, I can process through 

it in a different way than I can verbally.” 

 

Condensed Meaning Unit Primary Level Code 

English... not first language, do not understand... 

verbally, you’ve written it down, I can process. 

Positive effect of the medium, 

makes possible to understand 

what others are saying  

 

Analysis: Interviewee appreciates the presence of the medium as a space for writing 

one’s reflection. Specially, for those who do not speak English as their first language, the 

medium helps better expression of thoughts and the interviewee can process what their 

non-English speaking peers have to say in the reflection. In this response, it is important 

to note that the interviewee is a student enrolled in a program with more than half the 

class being international students, i.e. students who do not speak English as their first 

language.  
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Exemplar 3  

“So, I feel like Canvas or those blog posts force you to write down this well articulated 

thought with the period at the end.” 

 

Condensed Meaning Unit Primary Level Code 

force you to write down, articulated thought Intensify one’s learning, supports 

learning 

 

Analysis: The medium assists the interviewee in writing and synthesizing their notes on 

the assigned reflections. This is a supportive feature of the medium that contributes to 

student learning. 

 

Exemplar 4 

“And that of course wasn't like I needed to respond and write something about your 

post.. it was just being able to read through them and get to know my peers better. I find 

that if it's a post where I'm getting to know you better as my peer and your own interest 

that informs..okay like maybe we can collaborate or I had no idea there was somebody 

else in CCT who’s interested in print media the way that I am.” 

 

Condensed Meaning Unit Primary Level Code 

getting to know my peers in a real way, we can 

collaborate 

Makes possible collaboration, 

positive effect 

 

Analysis: A post with a prompt forcing students to write about themselves or their 

personal interests was found to have a positive impact on the interviewee. This exercise 
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enabled them to get to know their peers, their interests and potential collaborations in the 

future with those sharing their liking. 

 

2nd Law: OBSOLESCENCE 

 

Exemplar 1 

“What I usually feel when it's the entire class that I have to post feedback or read 

everyone’s post, is feeling overwhelmed and (am) really just scanning them and then 

posting a sentence just because it's a required it for me to get this done or whatever it 

is.” 

 

Condensed Meaning Unit Primary Level Code 

feeling overwhelmed, really just scanning, because 

it’s a required 

Displacing the reason the 

medium was set up, loss of 

valuable learning 

 

Analysis: The interviewee feels overwhelmed to respond to everyone in class on the 

medium. Because of the mandatory ‘reply’, their response is based on ‘scanning’ and 

receiving a grade for the activity. This does not lead to a value addition to their learning 

or learning from interaction. 

 

Exemplar 2 

“I think I'm forced to put in more thought because I have to sit down and formulate a 

thought to be able to type it up into a sentence. So because of that, I am going to be more, 
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more so thinking through all the steps of my thought. Whereas if I were to speak in 

person, I sometimes like formulate my next sentence as I'm talking.” 

 

Condensed Meaning Unit Primary Level Code 

forced to put in more thought, formulate my next 

sentence as I speak 

Displacing the spontaneous 

response possible in a live class 

 

Analysis: The medium’s feature makes reflective writing a forceful attempt for the 

interviewee. It requires them to put in more thought whereas they could formulate 

thoughts as people speak in class through spontaneous interaction. This can be seen as a 

consequence of the enhancing feature of reflective writing. 

 

Exemplar 3 

“...then to the professor, if they didn't even bring it up in class, so the next time you give 

me a blog post I'm going to care less because you didn't show that you cared enough to 

bring it up in class.” 

 

Condensed Meaning Unit Primary Level Code 

didn’t even bring it up in class, going to care less, you 

didn’t show that you cared 

Loss of value in learning, 

consequence of enhance 

 

Analysis: While the medium provides the ability to express one’s thoughts, if these 

thoughts are not looped back into the classroom, the interviewee feels like they would 

care less about doing it the next time. This displaces the real reason the medium was set 
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up, i.e. to engage students in a dialogue. There is no valuable learning if students are 

unable to learn from each other through discussion of their thoughts. 

 

Exemplar 4 

“But usually no, my professors aren't responding to what we're posting in the blog and I 

know I would have strong feelings if my professor posted on your blog post and then did 

not post on mine.” 

 

Condensed Meaning Unit Primary Level Code 

my professors aren’t responding, would have strong 

feelings...then did not post on mine 

Loss of valuable learning 

without facilitator feedback, 

displaces engagement 

 

Analysis: The interviewee pointed out two aspects here; one that professors are not 

responding to posts on the medium and two, how they would feel if the professors 

responded to someone else’s post and not theirs. In these cases, they point out to the loss 

in learning without the professor’s input and the displacement of engagement. They also 

expresse their feelings towards selective responses by the professor indicating the 

negative impact of the process on them. 

 

Exemplar 5 

“When you have that much work and that much pressure to get everything else done, 

that's not a space for you to reflect. It's a space for you to check it off the list because I 

have too much to do.” 
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Condensed Meaning Unit Primary Level Code 

that’s not a space for you to reflect, to check it off the 

list 

Consequence of enhance,  

seen as an activity mandated by 

the faculty displaces engagement 

 

Analysis: The interviewee’s reaction of ‘to check it off the list’ indicated that with the 

pressure to keep track of all the work, the reflective writing on the medium is more of an 

exercise done to receive the grade or mandated by the faculty. 

 

Exemplar 6 

“And I'm getting them (responses) five days later, after I posted my I'm like, my spark is 

gone. Okay. I no longer care about the topic. I don't care about what your perspective is. 

If you had talked about this in class or immediately after I posted mine or whatever that 

is, then I probably would have been more in tune with the conversation but because of 

time delay, I'm like, okay, that was a great topic, was something I had on the front of my 

mind then. But time so much time has passed. So I would say the thing that I hate the 

most is, is that it's not real time.” 

 

Condensed Meaning Unit Primary Level Code 

my spark is gone, don’t care...your perspective, time 

delay, hate the most...it’s not real time 

Consequence of the medium’s 

features, displacing real time 

engagement, loss of learning 

from peers 
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Analysis: The interviewee points out to the lack of real time engagement on the medium. 

While the medium provides the opportunity to express your thoughts, the delayed 

response leads to lack of engagement with your peers. This is to an extent that the 

interviewee ‘does not care’ of their peers’ perspective as so much time has passed since 

they were actively engaged in the topic. 

 

3rd Law: RETRIEVE 

 

Exemplar 1 

“I think about the fact that screenshotting it is a real thing that people could do so 

I mean, thankfully I have good relationships with my peers but I could imagine if you are 

the peer who says the controversial thing that could be snapshotted and sent and put on 

Facebook or put on Twitter or sit in a group chat without your knowledge whatsoever 

because you said the thing that everybody in the class said, ‘What the hell are you talking 

about’. Now because of that and I'm aware of that, I would never say anything left field 

because I'm always thinking about my reputation as it relates to whatever it is I'm 

doing.” 

 

Condensed Meaning Unit Primary Level Code 

screenshotting is a real thing, peer who says the 

controversial thing that could be snapshotted, without 

your knowledge, I would never say anything left 

field, always thinking about my reputation 

Retrieving the fear of being 

misrepresented by capturing 

evidence on the medium 
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Analysis: In term of self-expression, the medium is supposed to be a safe environment for 

participants. But because writing on the medium is accessible for other functions such as 

taking a screenshot of the screen and generating evidence, the interviewee exercises 

caution while posting their reflections, especially when speaking of controversial issues, 

lest it is misused. In case of a live class discussion, it is not possible for members in the 

classroom to generate evidence that maybe used later. The medium, in this case, retrieves 

the fear of being misquoted or misread based on your reflection. 

 

Exemplar 2 

“What I often fear is that we lose the ability to build interpersonal skills because we have 

moved that to the online sphere and especially in today's age, where many young people 

are living on social media.” 

 

Condensed Meaning Unit Primary Level Code 

fear that we lose the ability to build interpersonal 

skills, moved that to the online fear, many young 

people are living on social media 

Retrieves a fear of losing 

interpersonal communication 

skills 

 

Analysis: The interviewee in this case feels that by moving in-class discussions online, 

the process retrieves the loss of the ability to communicate in-person. Since many of our 

activities are conducted online, writing and discussing readings on the online medium 

will not contribute to developing a student’s interpersonal skills of communication or 

even the confidence to speak in front of an audience. 
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Exemplar 3 

“Because I could copy and paste and delete and type my thought out and deleted, rethink 

and delete it. Whereas being able to just speak in a moment is a skill... to have a well 

thought out perspective just by having a discussion in class.” 

 

Condensed Meaning Unit Primary Level Code 

copy and paste and delete and type my thought and 

delete and rethink, able to just speak in the moment, 

well thought out perspective just by having a 

discussion in class skills, moved that to the online 

fear, many young people are living on social media 

Retrieves the fear of losing out 

on spontaneity in discussions 

 

Analysis: The interviewee expressed the loss of spontaneous in-class discussions, now 

replaced by the use of the medium. This retrieves the fear of losing the interactive 

element of a class discussion and instead creates articulated and well thought out 

reflections on the medium. 

 

Exemplar 4 

 “I have heard my peers .. some of my peers say, I don't feel comfortable speaking in 

class. And so for them if a part of what most professors say is you being counted 

participation for this class as you speaking in class or participating in the blog, they said 

the blog is where I can actually write and reflect and show that I am listening and I have 

retained information and I'm never going to speak in class because that's not my 

personality.” 
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Condensed Meaning Unit Primary Level Code 

don’t feel comfortable speaking in class, blog is 

where I can actually reflect and write, show that I am 

listening and retained information, never going to 

speak in class because that’s not my personality 

Retrieves equal participation for 

all students enrolled in the class, 

brings back a previously missing 

value 

 

Analysis:  Interviewee, here, speaks of what they have heard from fellow classmates 

about using the medium to secure a grade for class participation. Students not willing to 

speak in class have the opportunity to express themselves through the writing and this 

makes it possible for everyone to participate in the discussion. It retrieves equal 

opportunity of participation for all the students. Those uncomfortable speaking in class 

may use the discussion board to express themselves while more vocal students could 

retort their reflection in class. 

 

Exemplar 5 

“I often find like in classes, we don't talk about our own interest in every class. And so 

the times we're on the post are saying, Tell me about yourself, then I'm like, Okay, now 

I'm getting to know my peers in a real way beyond asking them a question in class has 

nothing to do with their interest or expressing who they are.” 

 

Condensed Meaning Unit Primary Level Code 

In class- don’t talk about our interests, getting to 

know my peers in a real way 

Retrieves engagement among 

peers, brings back a previously 
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missing value 

Analysis: In this case, the interviewee expresses appreciation for posts that entail talking 

about oneself. Prior activity of journal writing was restrictive in the sense that one could 

not share one’s personal writing on a virtual platform. But the discussion board permits 

students to see one another’s post. Sharing personal experiences allows them to connect 

with their fellow classmates and retrieves the ability to engage with like-minded peers or 

those with whom they may share an interest. 

 

4th Law: REVERSE 

 

Exemplar 1 

“My first choice is in person… so the reason I'm always reluctant for the online is 

because I feel like you don't get out all that you think…  and a part of the in person is I 

need somebody sometimes to help dig out of me, the point I'm trying to make or what I'm 

trying to articulate and it sometimes doesn't come off the way I think it should come off 

when I'm having to write down.” 

 

Condensed Meaning Unit Primary Level Code 

my first choice is in person, reluctant for the online, 

don’t get out all that you think, I need somebody...to 

help dig out of me 

Preference for in class 

discussion, complements the 

original features of writing 

online 
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Analysis: The interviewee, here, prefers to speak in class and says that their thoughts are 

better presented when they have someone help ‘dig out’ the thoughts from them. Their 

preference for in-class discussion indicates that they do not find value in the learning 

based on the medium’s features. 

 

Exemplar 2 

“And I feel like when you put it in writing on a blog post, it's it becomes more official to 

me in a way that I have to have some completed thought or statement...” 

 

Condensed Meaning Unit Primary Level Code 

put it in writing...becomes more official, have to have 

some completed thought 

Reverses the characteristics of a 

dynamic conversation that can 

take place if the discussion was 

in class 

 

Analysis: The medium is meant to help students synthesize their thoughts and express 

their reflection on the readings. If the interviewee feels like they need to have a 

completed thought to post on the medium, this process reverses the feature to use the 

medium as a space for self-reflection. 

 

Exemplar 3 

“It's just because we have this blog post assignment for today. And you have to write 

what your thoughts or feelings are about it. And then I have to respond to that unless it's 

something that I truly am passionate about, which rarely happens that I do not like 

having to respond and give feedback on these posts.” 
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Condensed Meaning Unit Primary Level Code 

unless it’s something that I am truly passionate 

about...do not like having to respond 

Reversal of characteristics of the 

medium as a reflective space 

due to grades 

 

Analysis: The interviewee feels like the process to express oneself on the medium is not 

meant to be reflective but an assignment to be completed. If the topic under discussion is 

not of interest to the interviewee, they do not like to engage in the discussion. This 

complements the original feature of the medium, i.e. active online engagement. 

 

Exemplar 4 

“Totally I mean, I can't tell you how many times I have one, two things. One, I've been 

the first poster and ...What's the word.. the pressure I feel to get the post exactly right. 

Get all of my thoughts get all of my feelings out on this post. Because I am, I am setting 

the standard for what everybody else is going to say how what everybody else is going to 

feel ....so yes I definitely felt pressure.” 

 

Condensed Meaning Unit Primary Level Code 

pressure I feel to get the post exactly right, I am 

setting the standard for what everybody else is going 

to say, definitely felt pressure 

Reverses the characteristics of a 

space to express one’s thoughts 

and reflections 

 

Analysis: The interviewee felt the pressure to ‘get the post exactly right’ and ‘setting the 

standard’ if they were the first one to post online. The medium has been set up to permit 
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one to express one’s reflection on the assigned reading. If the interviewee feels the 

‘pressure’ to post, this process reverses the very characteristic of the medium as an open 

and reflective space. 

 

Exemplar 5 

“After I post I don't go back to the Canvas site to see everybody else’s posts unless she 

tells me to... I do not go back. Once I post now I will go in and read everybody's above 

mine right yeah I will read everybody's post but as soon as I post it, it is done... I don't go 

back.” 

 

Condensed Meaning Unit Primary Level Code 

after I post, I don’t go back, unless she tells me to, I 

will go and read everybody’s above mine, I don’t go 

back 

This goes against the intended 

function of the medium being an 

interactive space 

 

Analysis: The interviewee said that while they read everyone’s response posted before 

them, they do not go back to the medium to check posts written after their own post. 

They would do so only if the professor mandated it. This is an important observation to 

note. The interviewee’s response is indicating that the medium is not used as per its 

functionality to integrate the class over an online discussion. 

 

Exemplar 6 

“Some of my peers, which is also another thing … talk about pressure. Some of my peers 

will post the day after she said to post and now I'm like really I'm the person that posts 

four days later... you post the day after she talk about so I think about teacher's pet in 
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that perspective. For the person posting right after the professor says. I’m like really 

overachiever you could not wait four days to make the rest of us look like we're not 

complete lazy, slop, sloppy people waiting forever to post. So I do think about that too.” 

 

Condensed Meaning Unit Primary Level Code 

teacher’s pet in that perspective, overachiever  Complements the original 

features 

 

Analysis: The interviewee here highlights the pressure from posting within a stipulated 

time period. They point out saying that a student posting right after the day of the class 

comes across as a ‘teacher’s pet’ and an ‘overachiever’. This indicates that the process of 

posting on the medium is not seen just as a reflective space on the online discussion 

forum. In fact, this was the intended feature, but the interviewee felt pressured to post 

within a certain time frame; and only because of a post by a fellow student. 

 

Concluding Remarks 

 In the above application, one might note that the tetrad acts as an ‘analytical 

model’ assisting researchers to comprehend the user’s experience in using the artifact, in 

this case the process of writing blog posts on discussion boards. While there may be four 

lenses to view the process, the user’s engagement is simultaneous across all four aspects 

of the tetrad. This means that certain responses may be processed across more than one 

field of the tetrad. The use of the tetrad here is not to find concrete answers. The 

framework has been applied to probe and ask questions to understand the usefulness of 

the discussion board in a blended learning format. Further insights into the application of 
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the framework will contribute to the growing field of knowledge of not just the blog posts 

and discussion boards but also the tetrad. 
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V. DISCUSSION 

The discussion board on Canvas by Instructure, the learning management platform at 

Georgetown University, was the technology under study. In the previous chapter, I 

analyzed responses of one interview that ran for a total of 34 minutes and 50 seconds. I 

presented the application of the responses based on Marshall McLuhan’s four Laws of 

Media, also known as the tetrad. In this chapter, I will show how McLuhan’s tetrad was 

applied to responses from other interviewees. These responses were categorized on 

factors such as student learning and engagement, the platform itself and the grading 

structure.  

Based on these findings, I will suggest recommendations that faculty can adopt to 

make discussion boards more engaging in classrooms. Finally, I will throw light on other 

research areas that can contribute further to this study. 

 

Student Learning 

 

Figure 5.1: Student Learning. 

The framework of the tetrad was applied to interviewee responses and coded for ‘student 

learning’. 
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When a student used the discussion board to show an example of their learning, they 

felt they were able to tie in the reading with their own learning. Instead of presenting a 

blog like writing, the student was using the platform to present an assignment which as 

the student points out ‘enriched (their) conversation in the class’ (F, 23). Because of the 

positive impact of the process, using the discussion board to showcase an activity related 

to the assigned reading enhances student learning. But students wonder the use of all the 

writing they do on the platform. While it may, at times, be graded for participation, this 

particular student was unsure how they could ‘repurpose’ this writing in the future, 

especially as it was required to be done every week (F, 26). While the process may 

enhance student learning, it obsolesces the value of the contributions on the platform if 

they are not repurposed later. 

At times, students struggled to comprehend the assigned readings. In this particular 

case, the student used the questions posted on the discussion board to overcome the 

struggle in understanding the readings. Referring to what other students had to say, this 

student used questions posed by other students as a ‘starting’ point to the readings (F, 

30). While some students may not feel comfortable asking questions directly, the 

discussion board retrieved support from peers as students seeked clarification and 

assistance from one another on the platform. One student noted that they did not read 

other students’ posts (F, 24). Their reason was that they did not understand what their 

peers were writing about. One of the functions of the discussion board is to engage 

students in a conversation and share their learning. Here, the inability to understand a 

peer’s post and not replying to posts reverses the very function of the platform. 
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In this case, while discussion boards contributed to student learning through relevant 

discussions involving an activity and peer support on the platform, students could not 

understand the future use of the writing and did not engage in reading posts by peers 

because they failed to make sense of what their peers posted on the platform. 

 

Graded Participation 

 

Figure 5.2: Graded Participation. 

The framework of the tetrad was applied to interviewee responses and coded for ‘graded 

participation’. 

 

Some students may not be comfortable speaking in class or in front of a large group. 

One student was able to overcome their anxiety to speak in front of a group through the 

discussion board (M, 24). They used the platform to express their opinions on the 

assigned readings and were able to receive a grade for participation. In cases like these, 

the discussion board makes it possible for students to express themselves without the fear 
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of being the center of attention if they were to speak of their reflection in class. However, 

some students, knowing that they receive a grade for posting reflections, did not return to 

the platform to read what their peers had to say (F, 25). This obsolesces the feature of 

engagement for which the platform was adopted. If students were graded for commenting 

on a peer’s post, they would have to read what other students had to say. 

The graded structure of the discussion boards retrieves equal participation. Students 

now have a platform they can use to express themselves not just in class but also 

virtually. It provides them with ‘another way’ that they can engage with their peers (F, 

23). At the same time, some students engaged with the discussion board only because it 

was a graded activity. One student pointed out that posting on the platform would move 

to the ‘bottom of my priority list’ if the process did not entail grades (F, 31). This 

reverses the intended function of the platform. 

In this case, while the platform provides a space for students to express themselves, 

especially if they are not comfortable to speak in class or it was another way to engage 

with their classmates, the ‘graded’ format seemed to be the very reason some students 

used the discussion board. 
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Peer Engagement 

 

 

Figure 5.3: Peer Engagement. 

The framework of the tetrad was applied to interviewee responses and coded for ‘peer 

engagement’. 

 

The discussion boards provided some students with an outlet to speak their mind and 

share their thoughts with their peers without having to actually speak in class. For one 

student, it permitted them to ‘get your voice out’ (M, 24). This process adds value to 

students as they are able to engage with their peers virtually. But in some cases, it was 

noted that the platform itself did not contribute to student engagement. According to one 

student, they felt that the discussion boards themselves ‘did not spark conversation(s)’ (F, 

26). The board failed to engage students in a discussion, obsolescing the feature it was 

meant to support. 

For some students, reading what other people expressed on the board was helpful 

when discussing the readings in class. For one student, this allowed them to have a more 
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‘fruitful’ in-class discussion (F, 31). The process of posting on discussion board, at times, 

retrieves rich discussions as it showcases every student’s input virtually. But there was 

also the case of being influenced by prior posts. One student pointed out that they thought 

students posting first could lead the discussion (F, 25). This reverses the characteristic of 

self-expression if students are affected by the prior posts on the board. 

While in some cases the discussion board provided support for virtual peer 

engagement and more fruitful classroom discussions, at times, it was not necessarily 

leading to a conversation and influencing student’s reflection. 

 

Safe Environment 

 
 

Figure 5.4: Safe Environment. 

The framework of the tetrad was applied to interviewee responses and coded for ‘safe 

environment’. 
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The discussion boards are a closed platform permitting access to only the faculty, 

teaching assistant (if any) and the students enrolled in that class. This makes it a safe 

environment for students to engage in a dialogue. One student appreciated the value of 

this closed format and retorted it as ‘space’ to express in a ‘safer environment’ (M, 24). 

But because it is a virtual platform, one cannot be fully aware of what one’s peers are 

thinking. One student pointed to the loss of value in using the platform especially when 

one cannot be aware of the ‘facial expression’ and thoughts of other students unlike an 

in-class discussion (F, 26). 

In spite of the safety of the environment, the platform, at times, retrieves anxiety for 

some students. In one case, a student said that still ‘feel very anxious’ to post and wonder 

when they should post or what their peers would say or even about the number of words 

their post should have (F, 24). While the posts are not entirely public, students enrolled in 

the class can view one another’s post. One student expressed discomfort in knowing that 

peers can read their post and pointing out issues related to grammar or sometimes 

expressing disagreement on the reflection (F, 25). This reverses the characteristic of the 

platform as a safe space for expression and reflection. 

The discussion board can support student expressions through its features such as 

providing a safe and closed environment for expression. But for some students, the 

platform did not permit the ability to fully understand how their peers felt about the 

reading or their own writing and sometimes, this led to feeling anxious about the 

requirements of the post. 
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Platform Features 

 

Figure 5.5: Platform Features. 

The framework of the tetrad was applied to interviewee responses and coded for ‘platform 

features’. 

 

The discussion board feature on Canvas permits students to attach multimedia such as 

video, audio or image files and add external links in their posts. One student pointed out 

that they ‘like Canvas’ because it is multimedia friendly (F, 25). This feature enhances 

student learning and engagement as students can now use evidence to back up their 

arguments. But sometimes, the faculty does not bring this virtual discussion back into the 

classroom during the in-class engagement. For one student, this process felt ‘like 

screaming into an empty void’ rather than a conversation (F, 24). If virtual discussions 

fail to be a part of in-class discussions, the process obsolesces the feature of engagement. 

In some cases, the platform retrieved engagement and self-expression for students 

unwilling to speak in class. In fact, as one student points out, the professor could now 
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point out to the person sharing a ‘good idea’ because it was visible on the board (F, 26). 

However, the platform leads to well-articulated responses that use the reach of the world 

wide web. In class, the discussions are more spontaneous as ‘all you have is your brain’, 

says one student (F, 26). The platform may then reverse the process of live, real time 

engagement among students. 

The platform’s features provide support to students in more ways than one as students 

can use multimedia in their discussions. However, the platform may not have the ability 

to replace the in-class spontaneous engagement and can take away from student learning 

if the virtual discussions are not addressed in the class. 

 

Emergent Themes 

 

Figure 5.6: Emergent Themes. 

These were a few key trends noted form the interviewee responses during the research. 
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The discussion board provided students with the freedom to express themselves 

openly and use the space to voice their opinions and arguments about the assigned 

readings. But the fact that they could see peer responses influenced their own thought 

process leading to some students even altering their responses to sound more like what 

everybody on the platform thinks. Students appreciated receiving grades for their input on 

the platform and this motivated them to complete the exercise each week. But for some 

students, the grades were the very reason that the completed the weekly reflective writing 

assignment. Majority of the interviewees did not feel that the platform was engaging and 

preferred to interact in the class with one another. Students also felt like the faculty did 

not interact with them on the platform. While for some students, the discussion board was 

a helpful exercise in creating a repository of information, some students felt this was of 

no use if students failed to read posts by their peers on the platform.  

 

Recommendations 

The research was able to throw light on students’ perception on the use of discussion 

boards in a blended learning format. Student responses and the analysis indicate certain 

gaps in the functionality of the discussion boards in our classroom. In order to make 

discussion boards more engaging for students, I suggest the following recommendations 

to faculty: 

Nominating Discussion Board leaders: 

At the beginning of the semester, the faculty may divide the class into smaller groups 

and recreate these groups on the discussion board in Canvas. Each week, one student 

from each group may be nominated to lead a discussion on the virtual platform for this 
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group. This discussion group leader can pose questions for fellow group members based 

on the assigned readings. This will create an engaging virtual environment. Each week, 

the discussion leaders will summarize the virtual discussion and present their cumulative 

group reflections in the class in under five minutes. 

The process has the ability to increase interaction on the virtual platform since those 

not leading a group will answer the questions posted by their leaders. Each week students 

will have the ability to exercise key skills such a leadership, articulation and 

communicating to an audience. This will help some students in overcoming the 

discomfort  in or the anxiety of speaking in front of a group and help develop confidence 

in themselves. 

 

Faculty Feedback- summarize student responses: 

Many interviewees pointed out to the lack of participation from faculty in online 

discussion forums. While it may not be feasible for the faculty to respond to every post, it 

may help if the faculty presents a summary of student responses in the class in the 

following week. This may include sharing emerging themes in discussions or key trends 

noted by the faculty. Students are seeking validation from their professors when they 

present their reflections on the discussion posts. Faculty input will motivate students to 

engage in the process of reflection writing on the discussion board.  

 

Include an occasional activity: 

Weekly reflection writing may sometimes become monotonous for students. Once 

every few weeks, faculty may engage students in some activity centered around the 
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reading. For instance, faculty may organize a debate in the class based on the readings. 

Posts on discussion boards may be designed to lead to a debate among supporters and 

opponents to an idea. 

If the aim of the faculty is to test if the students have completed the readings for the 

week, the faculty may incorporate a different approach. During certain weeks, a faculty 

could replace the discussion board with a short quiz of five to seven questions or a case 

study. The case study could be distributed in groups to increase peer interaction and this 

activity may be graded for higher points. Likewise, a faculty may choose to include a 

prompt through a question or a multimedia file to help direct self-learning where students 

tie readings to their own experience. 

 

Responding to Peers: 

One of the repetitive themes in the responses from interviewees was the lack of peer 

interaction on the discussion board. Mandating responses to peers may not yield much as 

students may follow the ‘I agree/disagree with your opinions’ opening. Instead, faculty 

may consider asking students to pose questions in their reflection. Each question could be 

restricted to have only one response from a peer, and this will ensure that all students 

respond to one other post shared by their peers. Students may also be encouraged to 

respond to posts that tie in with their interests. 

 

Bringing the virtual discussion back into the classroom: 

Interviewees during the interview said that they were keen to talk to one another in 

the classroom. For certain weeks, especially when the readings are key to a final or an 
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ongoing project, the faculty may dedicate the first thirty minutes of the class to 

spontaneous discussions. The faculty may also consider raising questions to the class 

based on student feedback on the discussion board. While this activity is subject to the 

allocated class times, it may be adopted occasionally to promote peer interaction. 

Each of these recommendations may not be applicable to all classes. These 

recommendations are largely dependent on the subject matter taught by the faculty, the 

dedicated class time for the subject and the number of students enrolled in the course. 

Faculty may include a survey at the end of their course to gauge student feedback on 

measures related to the discussion board. This will help them in planning for future 

classes and evaluating the positive and negative input of the process of writing weekly 

reflections as well as the use of the discussion board platform. Prior to the start of a class, 

faculty may also explicitly state their expectations from students regarding the discussion 

board and reflection writing. This will help students plan their time and study habits 

concerning the discussion board. 

There are some platform suggestions that could benefit the student body at large. 

Students could benefit from knowing who read their posts. A notification, much like on 

social media platforms with student names and their profile picture or either of these, can 

be useful to know if peers are reading posts on the discussion board. To prevent mishaps 

related to reproducing or misusing post content, the platform could restrict taking 

screenshots on the desktop and mobile application of the platform. This will provide 

some assurance to students. It will help them express themselves freely, knowing the 

safety of the virtual environment. 
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Concluding Remarks 

The research indicates that discussion boards as a medium of engagement and virtual 

participation provide affordances to students. Different kinds learners use the 

functionality of the platform for different kinds of learning and interaction. In some 

cases, the technology provides support and value addition to student learning while in 

others, it displaces the classroom and learning dynamics because of its features. 

The research for this study was restricted to student feedback. One of the key areas 

for future research is understanding faculty perspective on the use of discussion boards 

and the process of reflection writing. Professor observations and comments would have 

presented a comparative assessment of how classrooms have changed from after the 

introduction and inclusion of ‘discussion boards’ and ‘blog posts’ in the coursework in 

the current classroom dynamics. 

The sample considered responses from graduate students at the university. Knowing 

what undergraduates at the university have to say about the platform would contribute 

further to this study. An interesting aspect to consider is understanding if the faculty 

teaching undergraduates have different motivations when using discussion boards. In the 

future, these added insights could present a rounded analysis of the discussion board as a 

technology for peer engagement.  

Interviewees, who were all graduate students at the university, have raised some key 

questions regarding future access to the posts (especially upon graduating from the 

course) to the real value of the process and to the extent of self-expression on the 

platform. While some students are empowered by the ability to freely express themselves 

on this closed and safe environment, others are concerned with the repercussions of new 
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media such as the ability to take screenshots and the ownership of ideas. The 

investigation reveals that discussions boards do not fully enhance discussions among 

students on the virtual platform. In some cases, they may obsolesce the discussion 

because students do not interact in-person and in real time. The discussion board, 

sometimes, may retrieve the opportunity for equal participation but it can also reverse 

interpersonal skills as students may no longer talk to one another. The research concludes 

that the medium, in this particular case, is a misnomer. 

 

*** 
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APPENDIX A: LITERATURE REVIEW: AN OVERVIEW 

 

Table 1: Literature Review Overview: An overview of some of the prior research 

referenced for the review. 

 

Title of Research 

Paper 

Author/s Publishing 

Year 

Research Design Information on 

students and the 

course under study 

Social software as 

support in hybrid 

learning 

environments: The 

value of the blog as 

a tool for reflective 

learning and peer 

support 

Hazel Hall 

& Brian 

Davison 

2007 Content analysis 

of student 

responses (905 

total comments) 

on a virtual 

learning journal 

3rd year students at a 

Library Information 

Science 

(undergraduate 

degree) in a 

university at the UK 

The educational 

affordances of 

blogs for self-

directed learning 

Judy 

Robertson 

2011 Qualitative 

analysis of design 

dairies written by 

113 students 

1st year computer 

science students at a 

Computer Science 

and Information 

Systems degree 

course at a 

university in 

Scotland 

Using blogging for 

higher order 

learning in large 

cohort university 

teaching: A case 

study 

Brett 

Farmer, 

Audrey 

Yue & 

Claire 

Brooks 

2007 Content analysis 

of blogs written 

by 225 students 

during twelve 

weeks of a 

semester 

1st year students in 

the Cultural Studies 

Program at a 

university in 

Australia 
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Towards a 

framework for 

educational 

affordances of 

blogs 

Liping 

Deng & 

Allan H.K. 

Yeun 

2010 Questionnaires 

and interviews 

with 37 students 

Students were 

enrolled in a 

Bachelor of 

Education program 

at a university in 

Hong Kong 

Exploring the Use 

of Blogs as 

Learning Spaces in 

the Higher 

Education Sector 

Jeremy B 

Williams 

and Joanne 

Jacobs 

2004 Online 

questionnaire 

with 51 

respondents 

Blogs by students 

pursuing MBA at a 

university in 

Australia 

The effect of peer 

feedback for 

blogging on 

college students’ 

reflective learning 

processes 

Ying Xie, 

Fengfeng 

Ke & Priya 

Sharma 

2008 Content analysis 

of weblogs by 44 

students 

Introductory 

political science 

course at a 

university in USA 

Post-Secondary 

Students’ Purpose 

for Blogging 

Paul Leslie 

& 

Elizabeth 

Murphy 

2008 Content analysis 

of 266 blogs 

Students in the 

foundation year of 

university in the 

UAE. 
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APPENDIX B: INTERVIEW QUESTIONS 

 

 

(Demographic Information) 

Age 

Gender 

Current Program 

(Introduction/Ice Breakers) 

1. Could you tell me the number of courses you enrolled in, at Georgetown 

University, required ‘blog writing’ as a part of the weekly reading reflection? 

2. In short, what does the process of the reflection entail? 

 

(Focusing on the tetrad) 

 

3. I would like you to think back to a class with a weekly discussion board writing 

that you enjoyed the most. 

a. What is it about that particular virtual participation that you liked? 

b. What element of that process do you think added value to your efforts or 

your learning? 

4. Similarly, think about a class with a discussion board assignment that you did not 

like. 

a. What is it that you did not like about that participation? 

b. What aspect was causing you to dislike the process? 

5. Are you fully aware of what is expected from you in that virtual engagement? 

a. Is this something that you have come to guess?  

b. Has the professor been explicit of the expectations? 

6. Do you think you learn more in the process of reading, reflecting and then tying 

your learning to your own experiences? (Self-directed learning on discussion 

boards) 

7. Do you feel that the class can easily collaborate in this virtual engagement? 

8. Where do you think you (your personality/self-identity) are best represented- in 

class or in the virtual engagement? Why? 

9. Who do you think owns these blogs? 

10. Does it feel like you are spending too much time in the entire process? 

11. Do you have any apparent fear of the process of blog writing? E.g. plagiarism, 

someone using your point of view against you etc. 

12. Generally speaking, are there elements of the process that you think  

a. Have merits? 

b. Any demerits? 

13. How is this experience different from the in-class discussion you have? 
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(Quantitative Questions) 

 

14. How influenced are you by the previous comments in the blog post? 

15. Are all your virtual discussions graded? 

a. If yes, would you do those if it were not graded? 

b. If no, why? 

16. Do you respond to your peers in the discussion? 

a. Is this compulsory? 

b. Would you respond to your peers if it was not graded? 

17. Do you ever go back to read what others have written in their posts? 

18. Do you think you should have access to your blogs even after the course is over or 

after you graduate? 

19. Do you prefer in-class or virtual discussions? 

20. Do you have a faculty/instructor responding to your posts? 
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APPENDIX C: TABLE OF CODES 

 

Table 2: Table of Codes: An overview of the number of examples for each code from 

interviewee excerpts 

 

Transcript 

# 

Primary Code Secondary Code 

 

 

Total 

Excerpts 

Enhance Obsolescence Retrieve Reverse Process Medium 

1 

 

6 11 2 9 17 11 28 

2 2 10 1 16 15 14 29 

 

3 

 

4 

 

3 

 

9 

 

4 

 

3 

 

 

3 

 

4 

 

 

10 

 

7 

 

 

6 

 

7 

 

14 

 

16 

 

 

20 

 

23 

 

5 

 

6 

 

7 

 

8 

 

9 

 

10 

 

11 

 

12 

 

13 

 

Total 

2 

 

5 

 

2 

 

7 

 

8 

 

2 

 

1 

 

6 

 

9 

 

62 

12 

 

9 

 

13 

 

7 

 

12 

 

11 

 

10 

 

10 

 

8 

 

120 

0 

 

2 

 

5 

 

2 

 

3 

 

1 

 

0 

 

4 

 

1 

 

28 

9 

 

4 

 

7 

 

5 

 

6 

 

12 

 

7 

 

12 

 

5 

 

109 

11 

 

1 

 

14 

 

7 

 

7 

 

10 

 

8 

 

4 

 

11 

 

118 

12 

 

19 

 

13 

 

14 

 

22 

 

16 

 

10 

 

28 

 

12 

 

201 

23 

 

20 

 

27 

 

21 

 

29 

 

26 

 

18 

 

32 

 

23 

 

319 
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