
The widespread availability of educational technology has made online discussion forums (ODFs) 

an increasingly viable teaching resource, but teachers may lack guidance on approaches for making 

effective use of ODFs in their curricula. The current study reports on how an ODF was incorporated into a 

summative coursework assignment for an English for Academic Purposes (EAP) course for undergraduate 

business students at a Joint Venture university in China. As part of the coursework assignment, the students 

were organized into online discussion groups for a topic related to Corporate Social Responsibility (CSR). 

Students were required to post an opinion, reply to three other opinions, and then include an account of 

their online discussions in a summative coursework research report. Content analysis of a sample of these 

coursework reports showed evidence of engagement with forum posts through: a) synthesis of students’ 

d) critical thinking about the forum methodology, and e) explicit stance-taking. This study demonstrates 

a potential application of ODFs in the context of a coursework assignment and supports the view that 

ODFs may provide an effective platform for students to share opinions in a course-related task outside of 

scheduled classes.
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student interaction.

advantages. They can be asynchronous, so students 
can write their comments and questions anytime 



that might otherwise be lost, and having the ability 

encourage less socially outgoing students to 

been argued that learning activities can be more 

not have time to interview students or analyze or 

this may be very demanding on tutors’ time (Wah 

Background and rationale for the ODF

The learning outcomes assessed within the 
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• 

which is unethical?
• 

why not?
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• How do the above ethical considerations 
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Setting up the ODF

students to continue to contribute to the discussion, 

Moodle whether or not a student had contributed 

but the students were given a second chance to 

Research Participants

have not contributed to the online discussions, so 

Analysis of student coursework

interrater reliability.

Kappa,
interrater reliability including an adjustment to 



(A) Synthesis of Students’ Views

Four contributors in this discussion 
have the same viewpoints and agree with 

each other, while student E holds a sight  
diverse opinion … 

Environmentally-friendly record is one of 
the key points expressed by students. Every 
respondent in this group support that an 

ence students’ intention to buy.

In the discussion forum, one of the key 
arguments mentioned by opponents is that 
most consumers will not consider whether 
the products that they may buy were 
manufactured by legitimate companies or 
not. According to the opinions of 4 students, 
qualities and prices may be more important 
to consumers. However, 2 students think that 
consumers need to consider CSR records 
especially legal responsibility of companies.

As for whether or not students will pay a 

Table 1.  

Table 2. 



little extra for the company with better 
legal record, most of students said “yes” 
to support original companies. However, 
when talking about whether or not students 
will buy original products, some of them 
stated that they cannot ensure the product 
is original or copying. And some of them 
said that some of copying products are 
more cost-effective than original one. In 
this case, they may choose the copying one.

(B) Relating Views to Theory or Practice

Companies have to be conscious that 
students’ purchasing perceptions and 
subsequent purchasing decisions are 

track record. Corporations that target the 
Chinese lucrative university young people 
market would pay attention to this report.

Various opinions manifest themselves 
in the qualitative data. To begin with, 
the improvement of employees’ working 
conditions is considered as one of the most 
important aspects in ethical issues, and 
Student A points out directly that ethical 
responsibility is the best advertisement for 
a company.

Student A, B and D all agreed the view that 
if a company donated money to charities 
or engaged in philanthropy actively, the 
company would be more easily to catch 
consumers’ attention… It seemed to be 
related to Lee, K. H. & Shin, D. (2010) 

[who] thought that consumers might hold 
positive attitudes toward company engaging 
in charity.

 
Forum Posts

To sum up, it can be concluded that 
there does not exist a clear and positive 
relationship between philanthropic records 
and purchase intentions.

The results of the discussion forum are 
similar to the online survey. It probably 
claims that legal responsibility is important 
for companies because students prefer 
products without copying others’ designs. 

positive legal record when they purchase. 
They would refuse to buy illegal copying 
products since they suggest that they have 
the responsibility to decrease copying 
behavior. Hence, students’ intentions 
to buy are absolutely affected by legal 
responsibility of CSR issues.

Surprisingly, the most striking result 
to emerge from the discussions is that 
students seem to [be] unwilling to purchase 
products from the companies which support 
the development of poorer countries. 
Theoretically, a possible explanation for 
this result may be that poorer countries’ 
productivity are lower than developed 
countries, but students are eager to 
[purchase] better quality. Therefore, they 
are more willing to support local high 
quality products.

views, noting that they contrast with results 



In conclusion, in the whole discussion forum, 
most students (4 out [of] 5) considered 
more about quality when compared with 
working excessive hours, and all thought it 
could be acceptable that animals would be 
harmed in some extent through production. 
It is appreciably different from the data of 

is that the students in the discussion forum 
will be persuaded by others, thus they 
gradually agree to concentrate more on 
quality and distinguish between poultries 
and wild animals.

(D) Critical Thinking about the  
Forum Methodology

Some students may complete qualitative 
discussion forum after they refer to 
previous students’ ideas, which is lack of 
critical thinking and is similar with each 
other in a group.

… the qualitative data is collected in 
a discussion group openly, former 
participants may have a possible effect 
on latter students, which might lead to an 
inaccurate result.

discussion (as quoted above in section (C) Critical 
). This 

… in the discussion forum, students can 
share and exchange their own opinions, 
their position may be changed by others 
through communication, while in the 

alone, and the answers are not allowed  
to modify.

(E) Explicit Stance-taking

Student C states that … [deleted for 
anonymity] … which is have a common 
theme of my statement. Worker interest is 
an important aspect in my concern.

This study has demonstrated how an online 



students demonstrated their understanding with 

synthesis (category A), in which students brought 

you agree or disagree with what other students 

out and structured arguments, as has been argued 

there were instances where students highlighted 

course materials and other students outside 



discussion contributions and assessment via a 

requirement, the assignment additionally included 

on which to share ideas, and it demonstrated 
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