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BACKGROUND 
 

Issue: Critical thinking (CT) skills are essential to assume 
advanced professional nursing roles.   Asynchronous online 
discussions are well suited to stimulate CT, yet students 
frequently do not demonstrate proficient CT skills in online 
dialogue. 

 

Purpose:  Evaluate learning activities in an online graduate 
course to increase students’ CT in asynchronous discussions. 

 

Question:  What are graduate students’ perceptions about 
the value of discussions and impact of various strategies used 
in an online course to improve CT skills in asynchronous 
discussions? 

 

METHODS 
•Literature-based, investigator-developed questionnaires: 

• Response scales 0 to 10  (10 = very much or very effective) 

• Used Select Survey to administer to consenting students at 
beginning and end of one online graduate course 

•Course strategies used to facilitate CT in online discussions: 

• Discussion format and questions designed to elicit CT 

• Discussion team assignment with rotating facilitator role 

• Instructor interaction and rubric-based feedback 

• Self-reflection  

• Instructor mini presentations using Paul & Elder CT 
framework  

CONCLUSIONS 
• CT in online discussion of professional topics requires significant effort and is 

accompanied by increases in students’ perceptions of its value 

• Overall strategies initiated by instructor were valued more than student-initiated 

• Clarification of intended purpose of online discussions may enhance perceived value 

• Warrants examining influence of using unfamiliar strategies on student perceptions 

RESULTS 
•8/22 students in course completed both questionnaires; all  participated in all discussions 
and had prior online discussion experience but no prior experience with facilitator role 

•End-of-course mean ratings:  Discussion participation effort 8.9 (SD 1.0); Improvement in 
CT skills 6.4 (SD 2.4); and Overall mean benefit of discussions 5.9 (SD 1.6) 

Change in Perceived  Value of Discussions  
Mean (SD) 

Beginning End  

Confidence engaging in critical discussions 6.1 (2.8) 6.8 (1.9) 
Ability to critically analyze health issues  6.1 (2.2) 7 (1.4) 

Instructor interaction and facilitation in early discussions 

Instructor feedback about discussion posts through semester 

Discussion rubric 

Self-reflection about own discussion posts 

Mini-presentations: Factors influencing development of  
analytical skills and Thinking critically about the question (six) 

Discussion questions themselves:  Structure, wording, focus 

Peer responses to discussion posts 

Mini-presentation:  What CT involves 

Facilitator role:  Engaging in the role during discussions 

Facilitator role:  End of discussion reflection & synthesis post 

Value of Strategies to Enhance CT in Discussions 

Means shown.  Scale from 0 to 10 with 0=not at all and 10 =very much 


