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Introduction 
As instructional designers, we often advise our faculty who teach online to provide alternatives to their 
traditional discussions, which follow the read-write-post pattern. We claim that utilizing discussion 
strategies such as role-play, debate, images, and a variety of others can make student discussions more 
enjoyable and meaningful. Garrison et al. argue that cognitive presence, the extent to which students 
apply higher-order critical thinking skills, is crucial for students to be able to engage with content in 
online discussions (2001). Therefore, providing alternatives to the traditional discussion format enables 
students to form a deeper connection to the content and interact more meaningfully with other students.  
 
The goal of our research was to examine the role-play discussion alternative to determine whether this 
instructional assessment strategy fosters critical thinking and student engagement. 

Background 
Discussions are one of the most widely used techniques in online courses to support learning and 
encourage engagement (Gao, 2014). When traditional discussions are overused or designed solely to 
mimic the face-to-face environment, students begin to tire of the read-write-post pattern, and their level of 
engagement begins to dwindle. Because of this, discussions rarely go beyond knowledge and information 
sharing to reach knowledge construction and application (Domakin, 2013). 
 
In response to the read-write-post pattern that we see so often in courses, we recommend instructional 
design alternatives to traditional online discussions, using techniques we call “discussion twists” to 
reinvigorate or add “zest” to an online course (Berry & Kowal, 2019). According to an informal poll 
taken of attendees at the 2019 Online Learning Conference (OLC) Innovate, one of our most popular 
“twist recipes” is the role-play discussion. We define the role-play discussion as an activity where the 
student is assigned a particular role or side of a topic, and then the student must conduct research based 
upon that role and post their position to the discussion board, summarizing what they learned. Once 
students posted to the discussion board, they are able to review other students’ perspectives and are 
required to write a one-page reflection paper based upon the other viewpoints (Berry & Kowal, 2019).  
 
We have received feedback from at least one conference attendee that, after learning about this strategy, 
they were eager to implement this strategy into their own course. However, if we are recommending using 
this strategy and faculty are adopting it for use in their online courses, we need to evaluate our 



recommendations and back them up with solid case study based on research. Our research evaluates if 
role-play discussion activities foster critical thinking and student engagement. To answer this, we 
examine discussion transcripts taken from two concluded role-play discussions in a self-paced online 
human biology course. 

Method 
Transcripts were analyzed from 17 students for each of the two concluded role-play discussion activities 
used in a self-paced online human biology course. Each role-play activity was split into two parts. In Part 
1, the initial post, students were assigned to a particular role based on the first letter of their last name. 
Students were then instructed to conduct research based upon their assigned role and post their position to 
the discussion board, summarizing what they learned. Part 2, the reflection, could only be started after the 
initial post. For this portion of the assignment, students were instructed to review the other students’ 
perspectives and write a reflection paper based upon the information from all roles and reflections. 
 
Two models were used as tools to measure and identify whether there was evidence of critical thinking 
and student engagement within the role-play discussion activity. Garrison et al.’s four-stage model of 
cognitive presence, taken from the Community of Inquiry coding scheme developed by Shea et al., was 
used to measure critical thinking, and Gunawardena et al.’s five-stage model of knowledge construction 
for online learning was used to look for evidence of critical thinking.  
 
Parts 1 and 2 of the discussion were analyzed and evaluated separately across each model looking for 
evidence of critical thinking and student engagement as indicated within each model. Each of the two 
models were marked independently by the two researchers. Rather than coding the individual transcripts 
to look for patterns, the models themselves were marked with the proof of if the individual transcript 
displayed direct evidence of the category or its associated indicator. This enabled the researchers to 
analyze the models holistically and categorically for results and patterns. After an initial marking of the 
models for each transcript, if the individual transcript marking showed that overall agreement was less 
than 73.3% with Garrison et al.’s four-stage model of cognitive presence or 60% with Gunawardena et 
al.’s five-stage model of knowledge construction, then the individual markings were reviewed. The 
frequency of marking for each of the categories was then calculated and evaluated to determine whether 
the role-play discussion strategy demonstrated evidence of critical thinking and student engagement.  
 
Content from the discussion transcripts was also coded into three categories that we determined: critical 
thinking, knowledge construction, and student engagement. This qualitative data is a collection of key 
words and phrases that supported our markings in the two tools.  

Results  
Within the Gunawardena et al. five-stage model of knowledge construction for online learning, we 
identified stages 2–5 as indicators of students showing evidence of critical thinking. More specifically, we 
identified that stage 3—construction of knowledge—was the strongest indicator and measurement of 
critical thinking. Overall, we found that stage 2 was marked with an average frequency of 83.5% and that 
stage 3 was marked with an average frequency of 48.1%. Previous research by Domakin (2013) found 



little evidence of online discussions reaching all five stages, with discussions often remaining in the 
sharing and comparing information stage of stage 1. Based on this finding, our results appear to indicate 
that the role-play discussion strategy encourages students to think critically about the topic and/or 
concepts and construct new knowledge and meaning from the materials. We also found that the reflection 
transcripts (Part 2) had a higher frequency of markings from stage 3 compared to the initial discussion 
post transcripts (Part 1). Based on what we often found in our review of the transcripts, it seems that 
students had a harder time of achieving the higher stages on their own, but once they were able to see the 
other role’s perspectives, they were able to broaden their own perspectives and construct new knowledge 
and think critically about their own personal perspectives and/or biases.  
 
We examined the results of the Garrison et al. four-stage model of cognitive presence both holistically by 
category and by the individual category indicator. When we reviewed the individual transcripts we 
noticed that this particular model was more descriptive and specific when viewed via the indicators. As a 
result, we determined three indicators within the Exploration category—1) suggestions or consideration, 
2) brainstorming, and 3) leaps to conclusion—and five indicators within the Integration category —1) 
convergence among group members (reference to previous messages), 2) convergence among group 
members (building on, adding to other’s ideas), 3) convergence within a single message, 4) connecting 
ideas/synthesis, and 5) creating solutions as indicators showing evidence of student engagement and 
critical thinking. 
 
When the discussion post transcripts (Part 1) and reflection transcripts (Part 2) were analyzed separately, 
we did not find a similar pattern as to what was uncovered within the Gunawardena et al. five-stage 
model for online learning. However, when data from the eight identified indicators were analyzed, we did 
find that the discussion post transcripts showed a higher frequency of markings compared to the reflection 
transcripts for the following indicators: brainstorming, leaps to conclusions, and connecting 
ideas/synthesis. In turn, we found that the reflection transcripts displayed higher frequency of markings 
for the following indicators: suggestions for consideration, convergence among group members (reference 
to previous message), convergence among group members (building on, adding to other’s ideas), 
convergence within a single message, and creating solutions. Based on these results, we drew the 
conclusion that Part 1 scored more strongly in exploration because students are just beginning to 
understand the role assigned to them, while Part 2 showed more evidence of students making connections 
after encountering more information.  
 
During our review, we also analyzed content from the discussion transcripts to identify key words and 
phrases that could be used as qualitative evidence to support our findings. We then coded our findings 
into three categories: critical thinking, knowledge construction, and student engagement. These findings 
aligned with our markings to the specific categories or indicators determined by the Gundawardena et al. 
and Garrison et al. models. Several of these identified key words and phrases are shown in Figure 1. 
 
Figure 1. Qualitative Indicator Key Words and Phrases 

Indicator Category Key Words and Phrases 

Critical Thinking 
■ “It seems…”  
■ “It makes me wonder…” 



■ “I like to think…” 
■ “Think about it, ...” 
■ “I suspect…” 

Knowledge Construction 

■ “I hadn’t initially thought of…” 
■ “After learning that…” 
■ “I feel more informed…” 
■ “It never occurred to me…” 
■ “Struck by the idea…” 
■ “But after doing research…” 

Student Engagement 

■ “I read [the doctor] perspective and learned some 
interesting facts.” 

■ “I enjoyed reading the community perspective.” 
■ “I thought [student] made a good point.” 

 
 
 
We originally intended to include data from Puntambekar’s model for coding discussion board postings to 
look for evidence of student engagement, but we found that the Garrison et al. and Gunawardena et al, 
models were sufficient and their findings supported each other. Additionally, the data gained from the 
Puntambekar model was not specific enough to mark the discussion transcripts, which created 
discrepancies between the provided codes and what was found in the discussion transcripts. Because of 
the seeming flaws with the model, its data was not included in the analysis of the discussion transcripts. 

Conclusion  
Based on our findings, the role-play discussion strategy is a sound recommendation for fostering critical 
thinking and student engagement. This activity is best suited for exploring different viewpoints and 
constructing knowledge within a real-world context. We recommend that faculty teaching online include 
a reflection as part of the activity because we observed the most significant evidence of knowledge 
construction during student reflections. We also observed that many students were close to showing 
evidence of critical thinking in their overall performance, and they may have begun to do so with further 
prompting.  
 
We recommend creating more specific instructions that provide scaffolding for students that may lack the 
metacognitive skills to show evidence of critical thinking (such as revealing their thought process in their 
posting(s) and reflection) as well as instructor involvement (such as asking questions) to uncover student 
thought processes that may not be evident in their initial post.  
 
A potential flaw with the role-play discussion strategy is that students may collect too much information 
about their role’s viewpoint that the posting never moves beyond a basic information exchange.  
 



Further research is needed to confirm this study’s findings for and to test our recommendations. This 
study can also be repeated on other discussion alternatives.  
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