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IntroductIon

In recent years, there has been significant growth in 
online education (Schrum & Hong, 2002; Evans & 
Haase, 2001). The number of academic journals devoted 
to online education also suggests that researchers are 
paying much attention to advancing online educational 
methods. One promising area of investigation is col-
laborative learning, which involves students learning 
as a group (Zhang & Nunamaker, 2003), much of 
which takes place electronically without face-to-face 
interaction (Townsend, DeMarie, & Hendrickson, 
1998). One popular tool used to support collaborative 
learning is the online discussion forum (ODF), which 
allows asynchronous interaction between participants. 
This paper describes the experiences of using ODFs 
for collaborative learning at Universitas 21 Global 
(U21G), a newly established e-university.  

lItEraturE rEVIEW

A key advantage of ODFs is that they take away the 
apprehension and embarrassment students often have 
about contributing to physical face-to-face discussions 
which can, and often are, dominated by a small number 
of individuals (Lieblein 2000). ODFs allow individu-
als to express their ideas in a free manner, providing 
them with more time for reflection before interacting 
with others (Hew & Cheung, 2003). The exchange of 
ideas in an ODF can also support a constructivist ap-
proach to learning where students are able to create new 
knowledge (Gilbert & Dabbagh, 2005). Furthermore, 
encouraging students to lead and moderate discussion 

groups has also been shown to have a positive effect on 
student participation (Poole, 2000; Corner & Corner, 
2003). ODFs therefore potentially serve as an excellent 
environment for collaborative learning. 

There are, of course, some drawbacks to the use of 
ODFs, one of which is reliance on technology (Pérez 
Cereijo, Young, & Wilhelm, 2001). Poor Internet access 
can hamper access to ODFs. The usability of ODFs can 
also be comprised by poor navigation, excessive page 
loading and refresh times, and the technical design of the 
ODF. Song, Singleton, Hill, and Koh (2004) identified 
comfort with online technologies as one determining 
factor to a satisfactory online learning experience. 

However, making effective use of ODFs for col-
laborative learning is not simply a technological chal-
lenge, but one that involves careful management and 
facilitation on the part of educators. One challenge is 
stimulating discussion (Clark, 2001). Providing students 
with ODF does not necessarily mean students will make 
use of them. Educators must therefore think about stu-
dent motivations for using ODFs. Hammond (2000) 
suggests that the lack of social inclusion in an online 
environment can also be the cause of non-participation 
in ODFs. Another issue is the quality of the discussion 
in an ODF. The number of postings to an ODF does 
not necessarily correlate well with student learning or 
effort (Salter 2000). Desanctis, Fayard, Roach, and 
Jiang (2003) emphasises the importance of deep discus-
sion which involves challenge, reflection and debate, 
as opposed to surface discussion, which is shallow or 
repetitive in nature. Students can also struggle to make 
meaningful contributions to an ODF because of a lack 
of structure and guidance (Black, 2005).
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u21g Background

U21G is an e-university established as a joint venture 
between Universitas 21 (U21), a network of 18 inter-
national universities, and Thomson Learning. U21G 
began offering its first program, the MBA, in July 
2003. The typical profile of a U21G MBA student is 
an individual in their mid-30s, holding a middle man-
agement position. 

Pedagogy overview

Programs offered by U21G are delivered entirely on-
line, there is no face-to-face classroom study. Students 
interact amongst themselves and with professors using 
a range of Web-based communication tools such as 
ODFs, e-mail, online chat, and audio conferencing. 
Students are provided with online courseware specifi-
cally designed by U21G containing all the necessary 
content and resources. Class sections are 12 weeks in 
duration and class sizes vary between 20 to 35 students. 
Each class section is led by an adjunct professor.   

use of odFs for collaborative learning

Students are assessed on their participation and perfor-
mance in collaborative learning activities on the ODFs, 
which can account for up to 40% of a student’s final 
mark. Although there is some debate around whether 
ODFs should not be assessed at all, U21G believes that 
the assessment of ODFs provides a strong motivation 
for students not only to participate, but to participate 
to the best of their abilities. 

In these collaborative learning activities, there is a 
strong emphasis on peer learning (Bailey & Luetke-
hans, 1998). An example of how ODFs are used for 
collaborative learning is shown in Figure 1. 

Here, students are required to download a Harvard 
business case, ponder over a couple of case questions, 
and post their answers to the ODF. Such questions are 
typical of the way ODFs are used for collaborative 
learning at U21G. 

observed Problems with odFs

Since the launch of the MBA program, U21G has 
conducted over 100 class sections. Early on, several 
problems were observed with the use of ODF for col-
laborative learning, namely:

Instructions 
Read and analyze the following case about the Eastman Chemical company and answer the questions that follow.
 Title:
Constructing an e-Supply Chain at Eastman Chemical Co.

Case No.: 
#HKU222

Date:
25 September 2002

Authors:
Yen, B., Farhoomand, A.F., and Ng, P..

Publisher:
Harvard Business School case (Field) study

Questions 
1. What were the key success factors facing Craig Knight in his quest to sell Eastman’s approach to e-Business? 
2. Describe the risks facing Knight and Eastman in their e-business initiative and suggest what you would have 

done to reduce or mitigate that risk. 
Post your answer to the questions in a discussion board posting of about 100 words. Alternatively, provide a critique of the 
postings by at least two of your fellow students. Your critique should further develop points already made, provide alterna-
tive perspectives, or introduce new supporting evidence.

Figure 1. 
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