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ABSTRACT

Transcripts of electronic discussions have traditionally been examined via the use of conversational
analysis techniques. Coding such transcripts provides rich data regarding the content and nature of the
discussions that take place. However, understanding the content of the messages is not limited to the
actual message itself. An electronic message is sent either in response to or to start a discussion thread.
Examining the entry point of a new message can help to clarify the dynamics of the community discus-
sion. Electronic discussions do not appear to follow traditional conversational norms. New messages
may be immediate responses or they can be responses to messages posted over a longer period of time
in the past. However, by graphically mapping electronic discussions, a clearer understanding of the
dynamics of electronic discussions can be achieved. This chapter will present the findings of a study that
was conducted on three online communities for teachers. The transcripts of electronic discussions were
collected and examined via conversational analysis. These messages were then analysed via graphical
mapping and the findings concluded that three distinct patterns exist in which electronic discussions
may follow. It was further discovered that each of these patterns were indicative of a distinct type of
electronic discussion. The findings from this study offer further insight into the nature of online discus-
sions and help to understand online conversational dynamics.

INTRODUCTION of frameworks exist for this purpose (Connelly
& Clandinin, 1990; Grabowski, Pusch & Pusch,
The use of computer-mediated text messages in 1990; Hara, Bonk, Angeli, 2000; Henri, 1992;

research has been well documented and a number Levy,2003). Text-based messages commonly used
in computer-mediated communication (CMC)
DOI: 10.4018/978-1-60960-040-2.ch009 have unique characteristics. Whilst they are writ-
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ten texts they do not share the same features as
traditional written communication (Henri, 1992)
and contain some characteristics of spoken com-
munication. Electronic discussions are divided
into threads, with responses to different threads
not following logically after one another. This
does not inhibit the communicative experience,
butis merely a distinguishing characteristic of the
medium. McCreary (1990) stated that the written
word demands an exactness and coherence of
thought, indicating that text-based communica-
tion results in more well planned and structured
interactions. The message itself can be regarded
as a complete communicative unit (Henri, 1992)
which has its own meaning and structure.

However, understanding the content of the
messages is not limited to the actual message itself.
An electronic message is sent either in response
to or to start a discussion thread. Examining the
entry point of a new message can help to clarify
the dynamics of the electronic discussion and
which upon a cursory examination, does not ap-
pear to follow traditional conversational norms.
New messages may be immediate responses or
they may be responses to messages posted in the
considerable past. This is a feature of electronic
text or hypertext, the individual blocks of text,
or lexias, and the electronic links that join them
(Landow, 1994). Hypertext is a nonlinear form of
text that has multiple entry points and perceiving
electronic discussions as thus is the starting point
for graphically mapping them. As transcripts are
essentially banks of online discussions, they are
a form of hypertext and need to be considered
as such.

This nonlinear characteristic has influenced
the way communication interactions are con-
ducted online. Understanding the meaning of the
messages has been well researched and there are
many conversational analysis frameworks avail-
able for use (Garrison, Anderson & Archer, 2001;
Gunawardena, Lowe & Anderson, 1997; Hara,
Bonk & Angeli, 2000; Harasim, 1990; Henri, 1992;
Hiltz, 1990; Levin, Kim & Riel, 1990). However,

by graphically mapping electronic discussions, a
clearerunderstanding of the dynamics of electronic
discussions canbe achieved. These graphical maps
of'the electronic conversations can help research-
ers understand the nature of the discussion and
thus help to clarify why electronic discussions
may be structured in a particular way and why
some discussions are longer and more complex.

This chapter will be presented in six sections.
The first is concerned with understanding and
analyzing electronic messages via conversa-
tional analysis. This will include an exploration
of different frameworks of analysis. The second
will provide an overview of the participants in
the study and the third section will examine the
methodological approach and present the findings
from the coding of the data. The fourth section of
this chapter will present the graphical mapping
of the discussion threads and explore the three
patterns that emerged; (1) flowchart; (2) regular
cluster and (3) bonded cluster. The fifth section
of the chapter will discuss if graphical mapping
of discussion threads help in the understanding
of differences between electronic discussions and
the nature of those differences. The final section
of the chapter will present how this study offers
further insight into the nature of online discus-
sion and helps to further understanding of online
conversational dynamics.

GRAPHICALLY MAPPING
ONLINE CONVERSATIONS

The rise in use of electronic communication
has resulted in many different approaches to
understanding those exchanges. With regard to
graphically mapping those conversations, the
approaches can be categorized as being either
automated or physical. Automated graphical
maps are produced by software programs that run
diagnostic algorithms across the electronic mes-
sages and result in graphical images, such as box
plot graphs of characteristics such as frequency,
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