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Super Summary Paper
: Critical thinking in online learning environment

Among the alternative strategies (motivational strategies, creative thinking strategies, cooperative learning strategies, and critical thinking strategies), I was most interested in critical thinking strategies because of their importance in the current information society. Also, since I am studying Instructional Systems Technology, I wanted to take a look at how critical thinking is treated in an online environment. I searched ERIC, Ingenta, and Google by typing in “critical thinking & online.” I got many results, but it was very hard to find high quality research articles. 
I summarized three articles, and all of them are about an asynchronous online discussion environment even though the foci are varied in each article. Asynchronous conferencing has much potential. First, it can create a collaborative learning environment where students can enhance critical thinking skills by being encouraged to think deeply, see other students’ thoughts and compare them with their own thoughts. Then students can revisit their own thoughts again and reflect on them. However, the ideal goals are hard to be realized in real education. The three articles made me think how to design and evaluate asynchronous conferencing effectively.  

1. Bullen, M.. (1998). Mark Participation and Critical Thinking in Online University Distance Education. Journal of Distance Education, Retrieved March 6, 2003 from http://cade.icaap.org/vol13.2/bullen.html
This is a case study of a University-level computer conferencing course. The purposes of this study were to determine whether students were actively participating in the conferencing course, interacting with each other to build on each other’s postings in an online discussion forum, and thinking critically about the discussion topics.
There is a lot of research on interaction in an online environment, but it is hard to find an empirical study of the quality of computer conferencing interaction. However, this study analyzed the content of messages and the quality of student participation and interaction. Each message was analyzed to determine whether it referred to any other messages and to discover evidence of the use of critical thinking skills. The result was that students barely referred to other messages and the level of critical thinking was low to medium.  

The researcher found out that interaction and critical thinking in an online environment depends on several factors. Two points are interesting to me. First, students did not understand the concept of critical thinking. Even though the professor asked students to think critically, students did not know what they were expected to do. Instead, they just tried to meet the basic quantitative requirements of online participation. Also, the second was that students asked for more instructor involvement in the discussion forum. They wanted the instructor to stimulate further student involvement and help generate deeper discussions.  

Online discussion has a potential of stimulating a student’s critical thinking and increasing interaction between the students and their instructor and among students themselves. However, to make this happen, we need to consider many factors. The two findings gave me some ideas for further study and design of online courses. We might research about whether students’ understanding of critical thinking impacts their use of critical thinking skills and how these skills could be developed in an online environment. Because students indicate that they need more feedback from their instructors, I want to research how instructor’s activities (modeling, coaching, scaffolding, etc.) can contribute to students’ participation and critical thinking skills. Also, I wonder how critical thinking awareness and disposition influence students’ participation in terms of quantity and quality.  
2. Sloffer, S. J., Dueber, B., & Duffy, T. M. (1999) Using Asynchronous Conferencing to Promote Critical Thinking. Two implications in higher education (CRLT Technical Report NO.8-99). Bloomington, IN: Center for Research on Learning and Technology, Indiana University. 
This research also studied an asynchronous conferencing of a graduate-level seminar and an upper-level undergraduate sociology course. The goal of this study was to make cognitive processes visible and encourage students’ reflection while engaging them in critical thinking activities. 
The researchers were more focused on the design of an online learning environment which could enhance interaction among students and develop critical thinking. They said that if students are engaging in inquiry based activities, the environment where students are working should support the different types of inquiry activity processes: exploration, analysis, and decision making. 
Exploration space lets students build trust and a sense of community, and allows students to verify problems and explore issues. To accommodate these demands, the researchers used a linear conversation space where postings are displayed by date. The next step is analysis. In this space, students generated hypotheses, gathered evidence, and developed arguments by exchanging feedback with each other. In this case, postings should be organized in a way that can show relationships among postings, so analysis space is designed as a hierarchical analysis space. The researchers said that an asynchronous environment might not be effective for decision making activity, so they planned to make a synchronous environment for decision making activity. 
Among these three activities, researchers focused primarily on the process of critical thinking while the students engaged in analysis. The most interesting thing of this study is the strategies for visualizing the cognitive process. For example, the researchers organized the structure of postings in a way that students could easily see the relationship among postings. Also, students are supposed to label the characteristics of their postings by colored textual labels indicating how they contributed to the analysis. I think this is very important in terms of helping students be aware of critical thinking. Furthermore, students can develop critical thinking by thinking about how they are going to contribute to discussions while reading posted messages and labeling their postings with colored textual tags. 

The researcher observed two classes. The labels used in the two classes were different. The labels which were used for graduate education seminar were “proposal, counter-proposal, supporting evidence, detracting evidence, supporting reasoning, and detracting reasoning.” And the other class used an asynchronous forum to facilitate peer-critiquing, and the kinds of labels used were “aspects, not a clear position, rethink this, grammar/syntax, balanced justification, understand aspects, and new criterion.”
The instructors were satisfied with students’ performance and said that the students displayed better critical thinking skills than in past semesters. 
This paper gave me new perspectives on the design of an asynchronous online discussion environment. People might think that an asynchronous discussion itself will facilitate effective collaborative learning and as a result, students’ critical thinking can be enhanced. However, it is far from this expectation. As researchers found in the previous study, there are many independent messages, and the level of critical thinking is pretty low. Colored textual labels are an example which can guide and scaffold students’ thoughts, and we need to develop these kinds of strategies. Also, we need to consider how to provide feedback to students in a timely manner, and effective and efficient ways instructors can use without being overwhelmed by the time commitment. 
3. Bonk, C.J., & Sugar, W.A. (1998). Student Role Play in the World Forum: Analyses of an Arctic Adventure Learning Apprenticeship. Interactive Learning Environments, 6(1/2), 114-142. 
This study analyzed new forms of student social interaction in an asynchronous online forum. Students interacted with experts, mentors, and other students while doing role-play. They assumed they were an historical person and researched the persons who they were playing. The intention of the role-play is to let students realize that there are many perspectives in the world and to help them think in diverse ways. As a result, they can improve their critical thinking. 
Similar with the other studies, this study also gathered and analyzed data qualitatively and quantitatively. To analyze participant interaction patterns on the discussion Forums, four different analytical methods were used: “ (1) quantitative summaries of the response frequencies, as well as more subjective cognitive and social interactional analyses derived from the works of (2) Tharp and Gallimore’s Seven Means of Assistance, (3) Bloom’s Taxonomy of Educational Objectives, and (4) Selman’s Perspective/Role Taking Scheme.”
Through the analysis, researchers can gain insight on the levels and types of cognitive and social cognitive processing activity that students might exhibit when engaging in role taking within the on-line learning communities.
This article gave me very rich knowledge about on-line global collaboration, theoretical framing with socio-cultural perspectives. In addition, I learned Tharp and Gallimore’s Seven Means of Assistance and Selman’s Perspective/Role Taking Scheme. Also, I reviewed Bloom’s Taxonomy of Educational Objectives. These theoretical backgrounds helped me see interaction in an online environment and critical thinking from a broader perspective by understanding the various factors. These will eventually help me design an effective online learning environment. For example, we know very well the importance of an instructor’s role in an online learning environment. However, we do not know very well how they can help students. Also, this study gave me some insight on how to evaluate an online learning environment. Quantitative summaries of the response frequencies, as well as more subjective cognitive and social interactional analyses will give more valuable information on the effectiveness and value of online discussion. 
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