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INTRODUCTION

When I started to work as a group tutor at the first term of teacher
education at Malmo University, it was apparent that quite pro-
nounced differences existed between the groups I was tutoring.
There was great variation in how students communicated, negoti-
ated, organized and carried out the collaborative work. The same
was true for the manner in which they prepared the group assign-
ments that were required in some tasks. This experience led to an
interest in finding out more about group work and factors affecting
group work.

Setting the scene

The students I was tutoring had just entered teacher education at
the department of Nature, Science and Society (NMS). These stu-
dents had a common programme during their first term, independ-
ently of their degree profiles, which were recreational pedagogue,
pre-school, primary, secondary or upper secondary school teachers.
They had in common the choice of main subject which was one of
the following: mathematics, natural sciences or geography.

The first term of teacher education at the department of NMS has
since 2001 contained courses involving collaborative group work
on the Net. The Learning Management System ALHE has not only
been used to disseminate course information and material, but also
as a tool for the students’ self assessment, for the assessment of
group dynamics, for the simulation of a critical situation, and as a
tool for communication and group work. The Learning Manage-
ment System ALHE was initially developed for the specific pur-



poses of the research project ALHE (Accessibility to Learning in
Higher Education), described in the next section.

A research and development programme at Malmé Univer-
sity (ALHE/Xpand)

The research project reported here is part of a larger research pro-
gramme, ALHE/Xpand, which has been conducted since 2000 in
the frame of the first term of Teacher education at Malmo Univer-
sity, unit Nature, Science and Society. The research and develop-
ment programme is based on collaborative interaction technology.

The aim of the research programme is to study if and how teacher
education could prepare students in a better way, using net based
group work. In addition to the net based group work, various net
based tools for self-assessment, group-assessment and examination
were developed (Jonsson, 2008; Malmberg, Johnsson, & Svingby,
2005; Malmberg, 2006). A fundamental hypothesis of the research
programme is that working on the Internet involves fewer bounda-
ries regarding time and place compared to courses entirely con-
ducted on campus, and is therefore more accessible to people of
different backgrounds and segments of society. Malmo University
attracts many students from groups otherwise underrepresented in
higher education (regarding age, socio-economic background as
well as cultural and linguistic background) and one of the purposes
with this project is to make higher education more accessible. The
assumption was further that by offering an asynchronous arena,
the power relations that are assumed to exist among students may
be partly neutralized.

The web platform used is called ALHE and was developed at
Malmo University. It is especially adapted to the purposes and
needs of the research programme. In 2007, the platform was fur-
ther developed and improved. Both platform and research platform
are now called XPAND; however the purpose and intentions of the
programme are the same as before.
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The National Graduate School in Science and Technology
Education (FontD)

As a doctoral student of the graduate school within the Programme
for the National Graduate School in Science and Technology Edu-
cation (the Swedish acronym is FontD), I have been part of a na-
tionwide network of researchers and doctoral students within the
field of teacher education in Sweden. The graduate school was set
up in 2001 as a network between eight university colleges and uni-
versities. The aim of has been to contribute both to the formation
of didactic environments at the participating colleges/universities
and to act as a national and international arena for didactic re-
search and training of researchers in science and technology. The
research profile of Malmo University within the graduate school is
in the areas of the didactics of the environment, collaborative
learning in science, assessment as a quality in the teaching of sci-
ence and technology, the teaching of science and technology, and
science for citizenship.

The module in focus: Sustainable development and learning
The first term syllabus consisted of a course called Allmint ut-
bildningsomrade ( The general area of education)’, divided into two
modules; Urveckling och lirande’ (Development and learning) and
Atrr bli lirare (To become a teacher), which in turn were divided
into two sub-modules each. The sub-module, Hallbar utveckling
och lirande (Sustainable development and learning) was the second
sub-module of the first module of the first module (Development
and learning), is focused in the present dissertation.

' Teacher education in Sweden was reformed 2001 when eight different academic degrees were re-
placed by a single degree consisting of several degree profiles. An element of the reformed teacher
education was the course ‘Allmint utbildningsomrade’ (General area of education), offering content
that was considered to be central and common for all teacher students, irrespective of their degree
profile or main subject. The general area of education consists of courses in education and didactics
as well as in-service training. In the final year of studies, an essay is written. Teacher colleges in Swe-
den have organized the ‘General area of education’ in different ways. In the latest government report
‘En hallbar lirarutbildning’ (A sustainable teacher education) 2008, a proposal for a new teacher
education is put forward. However, this thesis concerns the teacher education of 2001-2006.

* Since 2007 the organization of The general area of Education changed in 2007; one of the earlier
modules (To become a teacher) still initiates the teacher education and the first term, while the other
module (Development and learning) has changed content and now finalizes the teacher education.
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The groups of students were kept together throughout the whole
term, so students were fairly well acquainted with each other and
had completed some tasks together before they started the net
based course. The course, Sustainable development and learning,
was composed of several individual tasks as well as group tasks.
The main aim of the course was to provide opportunities for the
students to learn more about the knowledge building processes in a
collaborative context. A second aim was to learn more about sus-
tainability in urban life. The primary group task required that the
students, through discussion, should decide which of two given al-
ternative sites would be preferable for the location of a central re-
fuse disposal plant, present ideas on how to reduce the environ-
mental effects of the plant, and finally, hand in a group report with
arguments for the group’s decision. The choice between two alter-
native locations for the establishment of the plant was intended to
highlight conflicts of interest in the use of natural resources. The
students were provided with links to information material relevant
for the task. To give ‘hands on’ information on central refuse dpos-
its, the course began with a guided tour to Malmo’s biggest central
refuse deposit Spillepengen.

A number of other tasks were meant to help the students in analys-
ing their own actions in the group as well as the group’s interac-
tion. For example, one group task consisted of analyses referring to
Barnes’ (1978) theory of exploratory and presentational speech.
Focused questions included: What kind of speech was used, did it
change in the course of discussion? Did it have any impact on the
dialogue whether exploratory or presentational speech was used?
Another task consisted of reflections in connection to certain cate-
gories of the contributions. A function had been built into the
software, with which the students could mark their contributions
with the following categories; New, Agree, Questioning, Build,
Conclude or Organize.

12



Figure 1. Description of the first term of teacher education at
Malmo University (2001-2006)

Term 1
General area of Education

Development and learning To become a teacher
Learning Sustainable de- | Children’s en-  The profes-
and devel- velopment and | vironment — sional
. 3 .
opment learning School envi- teacher
ronment

Organization of the on-line group work

The 179 students were organized in 35 groups' of 4-7 students. In
order to pass the course, students needed to participate with con-
tributions in the group discussion on the Net. The groups were or-
ganized in lots of 2-5 groups per teacher. It was decided that teach-
ers should intervene as little as possible in the group discussions,
and only contribute when perceived necessary by the tutor or re-
quested by the students. This strategy was chosen in line with
Anderson et al. (2000), who claim that the absence of a tutor is
important, since his or her presence may suppress cognitive effort
and inhibit self-expression. It also gives the students greater re-
sponsibility for their own learning, meaning that ‘deep’ learning is
encouraged. Malmberg (2003) shows in his study of the same
course, but a previous year, that involvement in the group discus-
sion by the group tutor hampered the discussion, making students
cautious about what to say and what not to say. Bloomfield (2000)
found that her own presence and remarks during the chats seemed
to stop the discussion.

* Course module focused in the present thesis.

* As described in the chapter Method; at the time of the investigation, materials from 6 groups with
32 students had to be omitted from the analysis, due to some misunderstandings by one of the tutors,
who edited the online contributions. The total number of students included in the study is thus 147
students in 29 groups.
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The problem: Group work on the Net — an opportunity to
make group work more equitable?

A central question in the thesis is whether all students (teacher stu-
dents in their first term) benefit equally from working in net based
groups when solving a problem, such as the issue of sustainable
waste disposal, or if some students profit more than others. The
problem thus deals with questions of group work on the Net as a
learning context for male and female students with various back-
grounds regarding age, socio-economic background, country of
birth and language spoken at home.

Group work is a well established practice at school as well as in
higher education, and it is practiced with varying success. Advo-
cates say that working and discussing in groups helps develop stu-
dents’ thinking. It is assumed that the group offers validation for
individual ideas and ways of thinking, as well as offering multiple
perspectives. The main point here is not the merits of working in
groups as an activity in its own right, but the enablement of certain
types of learning processes that may be activated through group
work. Several researchers believe that these learning processes offer
valuable opportunities for group members, including the possibility
to share original insights, to explain one’s thinking about a phe-
nomenon, to express criticism, to observe the strategies of others,
and to listen to explanations and arguments (see Cohen, 1994;

McConnell, 2000).

Researchers as well as teachers and students, however, also report
dissatisfaction with group work. Groups may, for instance, appear
uncritical in their argument practices because they follow a set of
social norms rather than the rules of formal logic. These social
norms may consist of social rules such as: (a) submission to higher
status individuals, (b) acceptance of an expert’s opinions as facts,
(c) the majority should be allowed to rule, or (d) conflict and con-
frontation are to be avoided whenever possible (Brashers, Adkins,
& Meyers, 1994). Socio-cognitive conflicts have long been recog-
nized as promoting conceptual advance (Anderson et al., 2000). De
Vries, Lund & Baker (2002), however, found a tendency for group
members not to engage in cognitive conflicts which would risk the
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social relationships in the group. Salomon & Globerson (1989)
pointed out difficulties with group work and the collaboration that
is assumed to take place. Instead of being an arena for collabora-
tion, a group may be a source of aggravation leading to wasted
time and feelings of discouragement. Hammar Chiriac (2003) ar-
gues that processes emerging in groups can be either constructive
or destructive, conscious or unconscious to the group, but that all
group processes result in strong collective forces which are difficult
for the individual to defend her against.

A research review of conditions for productive small groups made
by Cohen (1994) concludes the research findings with the observa-
tion that status factors may affect interaction within small groups
and, indirectly, their productivity. Cohen suggests that it is neces-
sary to treat problems of status also within small groups. Other,
more recent, empiric research indicates that students interacting in
face-to-face contexts develop patterns of dominance/subordination
when certain individuals dominate the communication space, and
specific linguistic expressions are used (see Dawn Blum, 1999; Ev-
ans & Carson, 2005; Helweg-Larsen et al., 2004). There are also
indications that patterns of power correlate to a person’s symbolic
capital in Bourdieu’s sense’ (see Bourdieu, 1986; Guiller &
Durndell, 2006; Prinsen, Volman, & Terwel, 2007; Sussman &
Tyson, 2000) and in group work, the specific composition of the
group may thus be of importance. Research on communication
suggests that groups with a majority of males or with a majority of
females work in distinctly different ways (see de Vries et al., 2002;
Kramer, 1977; Lakoff, 1972; Sussman & Tyson, 2000). If group
composition regarding sex influences the dialogue, the same may
be true for socio-economic, linguistic and cultural backgrounds.
The question is if and how such effects appear in dialogues on the
Net.

* See section Gender and power, for further description and references to the Bourdieuan concepts of
symbolic capital
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Like sex’, socio-economic, linguistic and cultural backgrounds are
vital factors in forming a person’s capital in Bourdieu's sense.
These factors are part of the power formation that informs all
parts of society including the recruitment of young people to higher
education. In what ways will the circumstance that both men and
women are part of social power structures; (involving for instance
gender, socio-economic background, linguistic and cultural back-
grounds), influence the dialogue they engage in as part of net based
group work?

Aim of the thesis

The aim of the thesis has emerged from the encounter between ex-
perienced problems in my teaching practice, the theoretical as-
sumptions outlined above, and personal interests. The general aim
is to investigate the interaction processes that occur in group dia-
logues when teacher students work in small groups, using net
based asynchronous dialogues to solve a problem in the area of en-
vironmental sustainability. More specifically, the interest is to de-
termine whether students’ net based dialogues reveal patterns of
dominance/subordination similar to those observed in face-to-face
situations. This includes an interest in the significance of group
composition. Will the interaction processes depend on whether the
majority/minority of the group members are male/female, have
high/low socio-economic background, have/or have not another
linguistic background than Swedish or are born in, or outside of
Sweden?

Design of the thesis

The thesis is divided into seven chapters, three appendixes are at-
tached. The first chapter, Introduction, describes the context of the
study in the present thesis and provides an introduction to the
field. The chapter also contains the aim and the design of the the-
sis.

® Section Gender and power, contains a discussion regarding Bourdieu’s concepts of symbolic capital
with respect to sex. Some researcher argue that sex is absent in Bourdieu’s writings on symbolic capi-
tal while others maintain the opposite.
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The two following chapters, Working in groups and Group work,
power and communication technology, present the theoretical
premises of the thesis, that is, the theory and concepts relevant to
the perspective adopted. Previous research of relevance is also pre-
sented and discussed. The chapter Group work, power and com-
munication technology contains the research questions.

In Method, the methods employed for data collection, data con-
struction and data analysis are described as well as the specific con-
text of the study. The chapter also contains a description of the
students and the groups.

The method chapter is followed by an Introduction to the dia-
logues which consists of an analysis of the dialogues with respect
to their dialogicity’. It gives the reader a deepened picture of how
the students pursued the discussions and how they interacted with
respect to opening up or closing down the discussion.

Results are presented in the sixth section. The empirical results are
divided into two parts, a) analysis regarding the cohort as a whole
and b) analysis where group composition is introduced as a vari-

able.

In the last chapter, Overall discussion the results are discussed in
relation to earlier research and theoretical positions. Consequences
and suggestions for future research are discussed.

Appendixes

Appendix I:  Questionnaire on students’ background data

Appendix II: Matrixes of definitions of the verbal expressions
used as analytical concepts in the thesis

Appendix III: Statistical tables

” Dialogicity refers to the definition of the concept by Bakhtin (Bakhtin, 1986; Holquist, 1981), see
in chapter Introduction to the dialogues
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WORKING IN GROUPS

What does research say about group work?

The study of group dialogues is an extensive research field. Such
research has been undertaken by researchers from many academic
disciplines, including philosophy, education, psychology, cognitive
studies, management, and political science, and especially in re-
search on communication (see review in Lemus et al., 2004). In
Meyers’ research review on group discussion from 1991, two find-
ings emerge; (a) group members are often uncritical of their own
dialogue practices; and (b) group dialogue is a social activity,
guided by a set of social rules and norms. These social norms may
involve submission to higher status individuals, the domination of
the majority, or avoidance of conflict and confrontation (Brashers
et al., 1994). Without even mentioning the concept of power, the
researchers illustrate the effects of power mechanisms in group
communication.

Positive effects of using groups as a tool for learning in face-to-face
contexts are well established (see Exley & Dennick, 2004; Jaques,
2000; Reynolds, 1994). A central assumption is that by working in
groups, students are involved in collaboration which can help them
in a number of ways. Empirical research confirms that collabora-
tion can generate strategies and problem solving that are rarely
found in individual work (Schwartz, 1995; Shirouzu, Miyake, &
Masukawa, 2002). Research on the collaboration of school-
children in group shows for example, that group work on the aver-
age leads to better problem solving and learning outcomes than in-
dividual work (see Barron, 2000; Johnson & Johnson, 1981;
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McConnell, 2000; 2005; Stevens & Slavin, 1995; Webb & Palin-
scar, 1996). Such results are explained by researchers like McCon-
nell (20005 2005); since collaboration provides better opportunities
for learners to share information and ideas, thus helping to clarify
ideas and concepts. The discussion that takes place during group
work develops critical thinking and communication skills, thus
provides a context where the learner can take control of his/her
own learning. The group can offer validation of individual ideas
and ways of thinking, as well as it can offer multiple perspectives
and arguments.

Research shows, however, that in order to offer an optimal envi-
ronment for learning, group work has to develop a symmetric or
only slightly asymmetric communication pattern that allows all
members to contribute and to get responses to their contributions
(Malmberg, 2006). To reach such a communication pattern, the
group members must be able to create an atmosphere of trust that
invites members to present their own ideas and to challenge others’
knowledge. It further supposes that the group members can accept
and make use of the cognitive conflicts that may arise without
transforming them into social conflicts. In theoretical terms this
means that the power relations in the group are balanced so that
individual members of the group are not allowed to oppress other
members, while providing a setting where individual members ac-
tually do contribute from the start and do not withhold their opin-
ions.

The question of sex and power in net based collaborative learning
contexts has been brought to the fore in a number of studies (see
e.g. Guiller & Durndell, 2006; 2007; Herring, 1992; Herring,
Johnson, & DiBenedetto, 1995; Herring, 2003; Herring &
Paolillo, 2006). Studies on power and cultural, respectively linguis-
tic background, in a computer mediated context are by contrast
very scarce which is also concluded in a review by Reeder,
Macfadyen, Roche, & Chase (2004), the scarcity of research on
such aspects underlines the importance of the study at hand.
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Grabbing the floor or giving the floor

The emergence of dialogue in a group builds on the existence of an
underlying trust among the group members. It further requires that
group members consider the others to possess pertinent knowledge
and to bring value to the discussion. It presupposes that group
members will not harm or offend a group member for openly ex-
pressing her views in the group.

To establish and uphold such trust is difficult. The emergence of
power hierarchies in groups is one reason. No-one comes to the
group as a blank page, all carry perceptions and pre-assumptions
of their own and the others’ abilities, and of what may be said or
done in the context of the group. All groups start with and/or de-
velop power relations and status hierarchies. The desired condition
of trust may thus be disturbed by expressions of power based on
sex, socio-economic status, knowledge, linguistic skills and other
variables.

In a review by Cohen (1994), it is shown that a group member’s
status determines the amount of participation and, therefore, af-
fordances for learning of academic content that is embedded within
the group tasks. The status was based on academic and social
standing and related to majority/minority background and sex.

Saying that a person ‘has power’ can either mean that she has the
capacity to do something, or that she has power over another indi-
vidual. Within the term ‘empowerment’ for instance, often used in
feminist literature, power is understood in a positive sense, as the
capacity to do something. But even if we narrow down our defini-
tion of power to ‘power over another individual’, it is not clear
that all relationships in which an individual has power over an-
other are necessarily oppressive (see Wartenberg, 1990, p. 5). The
word ‘power’ is thus, somewhat ambiguous in the context of group
work. In this thesis I use the term power both in the sense of hav-
ing power to do something, e.g. taking the floor, and in the sense
of an oppressive power-over relation, domination, where certain
group members refrain from taking full part in the discussion be-
cause of perceived domination of other group members. By per-
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ceived domination I mean that power may not be exercised in an
explicit manner by a high-powered group member but could
merely be the perception by the other group members regarding
who has the right to talk and in what way. The present thesis, such
perceptions will be studied through the impact they have on stu-
dents’ contributions to the Group Forum.

Foucault examined the structures and meanings of language and
symbols (Foucault, 1980; 1982) and argued that power is not exer-
cised in one direction only. The concept of power implies, accord-
ing to Foucault (1979) “the multiplicity of force relations” (p. 92),
a relation between forces in a relation of forces. Power is in society,
between people and inside people, but it is not a permanent quality
of a specific person (Foucault, 1980; 1982). He further argued that
power is always present. It is created in every moment, and in
every relationship, and is not a permanent quality of a specific per-
son (Foucault, 1980; 1982). Foucault also contended that all hu-
man processes involve the transmission of cultural values and of
social meanings and that all social interactions involve displays of
power. What may be uttered and the forms for how to say it in a
certain context are always closely associated with power (Foucault,

19775 1987).

Following a similar line of reasoning to Foucault, Giddens (1981)
claims that power within social systems can be analysed as rela-
tions of autonomy and dependence between actors in which the ac-
tors draw upon and reproduce structural properties of domination.
These relations are dependent on the status of each member in the
group or for Bourdieu (1986) on what he has termed the symbolic
capital at a person’s disposition. Symbolic capital can be explained
as values, assets or resources, which are recognized as valuable and
ascribed a value by certain social groups. Symbolic capital is thus a
relational concept. Different types of symbolic capital are valued
differently in different situations, and consequently, the symbolic
capital a person possesses is not to be considered as a fixed re-
source. It is on the contrary exposed to continuous struggle. Socie-
tal groups (classes, class fractions, occupational groups, families
etc.) develop strategies to preserve or increase the value of their
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own assets. Bourdieu exemplifies his theory with an analysis of
what was ascribed value in the Kabylean society, which he studied
during the 50’s and 60’s (Bourdieu, 1980). Symbolic capital could
in that society, for instance, represent the reputation of a well per-
formed vendetta. By contrast, in a present day school class, sym-
bolic capital may be formed by well founded judgements concern-
ing different types of music.

The theory of Foucault theory of power and Bourdieu’s theory of
symbolic capital applied to the context of educational group dia-
logues would mean that (a) signs of power as well as signs of resis-
tance will be present in all moments during the course of the inter-
action, that patterns of power continuously emerge and develop in
such groups and (b) patterns of power continuously emerge and
develop in such groups. Depending on the nature of the situation,
various forms of capital may act as carriers of power in the group,
thus influencing the characteristics of the dialogues.

Since power is an important concept in the present thesis, tracing
signs of power in the dialogues will be an important task. The con-
cept of symbolic capital is used in the present thesis as a point of
departure for the analysis of power relationships with respect to
the students’ background characteristics.

Politeness and the concept of ‘face’

The concept of ‘face’ introduced by Goffman in 1967 originates
from a different theoretical frame than Bourdieu’s concepts of capi-
tal, but may be used to deepen the understanding of what takes
place in groups. The concept ‘face’ refers to the social value a per-
son claims for herself in a social context. The concept offers a psy-
chological explanation to an individuals’ behaviour. Goffman
(1967) argues that a person posing a question in a group discus-
sion, risks her own face at the same time as she threatens the ‘face’
of the addressee. To pose a question or to come with a suggestion
is thus potentially face-threatening both for the person posing the
question and for the person the question is posed to. While Goff-
man highlights the individual’s aspiration to present and maintain
a positive image of herself, there may also be a desire to save the
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face of the other. This has been described as ‘politeness’ (Morand,
2000, p. 242). In face-to-face communication Morand demon-
strated power to have strong effects on the overall expressions of
politeness. Speakers low in power relative to their addressee used
significantly higher levels of politeness. Halliday (1994) observed
that strategies of politeness include different ways of using lan-
guage, what may be termed the modality of an utterance, and
which may be used to signal subordination. The modality, that is
how the speaker commits herself to the value of the contribution, is
an important aspect of politeness, sometimes called ‘the toning
down technique’. Research literature referring to analyses of social
interaction in terms of dominance and subordination often de-
scribes subordination as manifested in different types of toning
down techniques (Gomard, 2001; Thomson, Murachver, & Green,
2001). Dominance is, on the other hand, signalled by verbosity, as-
sertiveness, and the degree of interactive engagement.

Gender/sex and power

Foucault, Bourdieu and feminism

For more than a decade feminist researchers have been debating
the relevance of Bourdieu’s theory in relation to feminist theory
and practice (see Allen, 1996). Bourdieu is criticized (see McCall,
1992) for being androcentric concerning gender in his theory of the
formation of social structural positions (via forms of capital).
McCall argues that “Gender as an organizing principle is not given
systematic treatment throughout Bourdieu's work because gender
division is seen as universal and natural, one of the relations of
domination that structures all of social life.” (p. 851). She further
asserts that although gender characteristics appear in Bourdieu’s
descriptions of dispositions and capital, gender as an analytical
category almost never appears in the construction of concepts, and
when it does, tends to be given secondary status. On the other
hand, McCall, draws attention to parts of Bourdieu’s writings that
indicate that his elaboration of a particular form of capital, embod-
ted cultural capital (Bourdieu, 1983, pp. 222-225), may include
gender.
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Cultural capital can exist in three forms: in the embodied state,
i.e., in the form of long-lasting dispositions of the mind and
body; in the objectified state, in the form of cultural goods (pic-
tures, books, dictionaries, instruments, machines, etc.) ... and in
the institutionalized state, a form of objectification resulting in
such things as educational qualifications.

(Bourdieu, 1983, p. 243)

By contrast, the impact of gender and sex is acknowledged in Fou-
cault's work on power, and the relationships between power,
knowledge, and discourse have influenced feminists since the early
1980s, especially in the West (see Sawicki, 1994). For example,
Butler, (1996) maintains that to Foucault, sex, whether female or
male, operates as a principle of identity that imposes a fiction of
coherence and unity on an otherwise random or unrelated set of
biological functions, sensations and pleasures. As a fictional impo-
sition of uniformity, sex is ‘an imaginary point” and an ‘artificial
unit’ (Foucault, 1979, pp. 155-56). Nevertheless, despite being fic-
tional and artificial, the category wields enormous power (Butler,
1996). Butler further claims that “the category of ‘sex’ thus estab-
lishes a principle of intelligibility for human beings, which is to say
that no human being can be taken to be human, can be recognized
as human, unless that human being is fully and coherently marked
by sex” (p. 67).

Doing gender

In 1987 West and Zimmerman coined the expression ‘doing gen-
der’ which overthrew the assumption of gender as an innate condi-
tion and replaced it with a sense of ongoing process and activity.
They contend that femininity and masculinity are created and rec-
reated in a process of negotiation and interaction between indi-
viduals in a co and counter acting that takes place in relation to the
norms of the culture. One cannot step out of the negotiation of
gender, since all individuals can by their co-actors on every sepa-
rate occasion be interpreted as negotiator of femininity or mascu-
linity. A range of empirical studies have been undertaken, for ex-
ample, of the ways in which employees in fast food restaurants and
insurance sales ‘do gender’ as they go about their daily jobs
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(Leidner, 1991). In a research study of Australian pre-school chil-
dren by Fernie (1993), it was found that gender behaviours in early
childhood are constructed by the child’s interaction with her/his
social world. A number of other studies have shown that girls and
boys learn to act according to cultural gender norms. That means,
for instance, that boys tend to direct themselves towards formal
power, through strategies including dominance and competition
whereas girls’ power strategies tend to be vaguer and less visible
(see Billing & Alvesson, 2000; Davies & White, 2003; Fernie et al.,
1993; Ohrn, 1993). Teachers seem to adjust to this. Spender
(1990) estimated that in classrooms teachers normally devote two-
thirds of their attention to boys. These studies and many others in
a similar vein have expanded the insight into the daily interactions
that sustain, and occasionally challenge, dichotomous gender cate-
gories.

Harding (1986) argues that the concept of gender applies at differ-
ent levels. These are: (1) a dimension of personal identity, a psychic
process of experiencing self; (2) an element in social order, the
foundation of social institutions such as kinship, sexuality, the dis-
tribution of work, politics, culture; and (3) a cultural symbol which
can be variously interpreted, the basis for normative dichotomies.

The ‘talkative woman'

Just as the surrounding society the academic world is not a gender
neutral community of praxis, but reproduces and operates accord-
ing to implicit masculine connotative norms and values (Gomard
& Krogstad, 2001; see Gomard, 2001; Gunnarsson, 1995; Reisby,
Knudsen, & Serensen, 1999). In a study on research students’ ne-
gotiation of research position Gomard (2001) found that more
men than women created a profile of themselves as researchers
characterized by a competitive style. She also found that female re-
search students instead used safeguarding strategies of politeness
that opened up for dialogue and objections thus appearing as un-
pretentious and modest. Gomard argues that male individuals are
in a better situation than females in the negotiation of research po-
sition. Women in higher education are expected to be intelligible
both for themselves and for others as women and researchers at the
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same time. A relevant question is if similar mechanisms are at work
when under graduate students work in groups, as in the present
study.

Spender (1990) explains the persistence of the myth of the talkative
women in the face of evidence of the contrary by suggesting that
we interpret male and female speakers differently: while men have
the right ro talk, women are expected to remain silent. All talking
may thus be perceived as ‘talkativeness’ in women. Based on Eng-
lish studies, Spender (1989) claims that women in academic setting
normally are allowed no more than 30 per cent of the talking time,
which was seen to be the upper limit before the men felt that the
women were contributing more than their share. Herring, Johnson
and DiBenedetto (1998) found that the same applied to women’s
speaking roles in commercials on television ten years later.

Power strategies

Several researchers have since the seventies shown that girls in
schools both act in accordance with culturally defined power
strategies and develop their own reactions to such strategies. The
girls used strategies that were in accordance with the cultural pre-
scriptions, but also created their own strategies to gain some power
over the social situation (see Anyon, 1983; McLoughlin & Oliver,
1998; McRobbie, 1988). The research review by Holmes (1995)
shows that women in some circumstances use more indirect speak-
ing strategies than men. Examples of such strategies are expres-
sions of politeness, a way of behaving less face-threatening to the
interlocutor. A given linguistic strategy may perform several func-
tions at the same time. A question can for example both be a dis-
guised order and an invitation to an answer (Nordenstam, 2003).
‘Assertiveness’, on the other hand, is a rather indistinct description
and includes in some research literature value judgements of the
fellow group members’ utterances such as agreements and dis-
agreements (see Callaway, Marriott, & Esser, 1985). They found
that groups containing highly dominant members tended to make
more statements of disagreement and agreement, and to report
more group influence on the members.
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Few studies have, however, analysed the expressions of power in
group discussions/group work regarding other aspects than sex,
such as class or ethnicity or combinations of these. Chuang (2004)
even calls the lack of studies in this area a gap in prior research on
cultural diversity and group outcomes. Also, very few existing
studies of power structures include a large number of students or
follow these students over a longer period of time. This is what I
intend to do in this study.

From gender to intersectionality

Following the second wave of feminism during the 60’s through
the beginning of the 80’s, the so-called third wave of feminism lev-
elled sharp criticism against Western hegemony within the feminist
discourse. It was objected that power relations between women
based on global inequality as well as racial and ethnic differentia-
tion were invisible behind a normative understanding of womanli-
ness. In third wave feminist rhetoric a universal sisterhood was no
longer assumed.

De los Reyes (2005) believes that the white heterosexual middle
class interpretation preference in sex and women studies has had a
decisive impact on construction of womanliness in contemporary
discussions in Sweden. Ethnocentricity, discriminating structures
and exclusion mechanism within the academy have contributed to
the creation and reproduction of knowledge of womanliness,
equality and relationships between the sexes within the frame of
imagined national and/or cultural boundaries. It is against that
background that the perception of a homogenous white and Swed-
ish womanliness has emerged and become a picture with sharper
and sharper contours in contrast to the ‘culturally distant’, ‘op-
pressed’ and ‘unequal’ immigrant women (Carlson, 2002, pp.137-
164).

De los Reyes (2005) further argues that the feminists’ difficulties in
relating to ethnicity (and class) are not only connected to a lack of
interest, or a research climate that tends to be discriminating. The
issue also involves challenging theoretical problems that originates
in a view of power as one-dimensional, structural and unchange-
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able. According to this model gender is constructed in analogy with
class which has led to endless and futile controversies about gender
or class primacy regarding subordination and power. If we assume
that power is constructed around a set of relationships and a par-
ticular kind of antagonism that is given a higher value of explana-
tion than others, we unavoidably end up in a normative position
where we can decide which kind of domination/subordination is
most important. Another consequence is that we focus too much
on the dichotomous relations between work/capital, women/men,
immigrants/Swedes, without regarding the complexity that is be-
hind each of these dichotomous pairs of opposition (Carlson,
2002). Furthermore, a consequence is that we tend to construe
these opposites as essential and fundamental categories without
critically examining their origin, permanence or varying meaning.
The students involved in my study are either men or women,
though certainly with diverging ideas of masculinity and feminin-
ity. They are either young or old, or in between, either with parents
of low or high levels of education, or some mixture of these; they
may be born in Sweden or in a wider range of other locations in
the world, either speaking Swedish at home or not, or maybe
speaking several languages at home, as well as an endless number
of combinations of these qualities. It is therefore an essential chal-
lenge to take into consideration, not only one, but all the qualities
the students carry with them into the group work, as well as exam-
ining what effect these have, or with the words of Foucault (1979),
we need to take into account ‘the multiplicity of force relations’ (p.
92).
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GROUP WORK, POWER AND
COMMUNICATION TECHNOLOGY

Computer mediated communication and computer sup-
ported collaborative learning

The advancements in interactive technology have introduced new
cultural tools for education thus changing the environment for
learning (see Bereiter, 2002; Scardamalia & Bereiter, 2003). In
group work on the Net, the computer is an artefact mediating the
communication between students (Malmberg, 2006; Paavola, Lip-
ponen, & Hakkarainen, 2004). The research paradigm of com-
puter supported collaborative learning (CSCL), has emerged refer-
ring to virtual teams of interdependent members collaborating and
using communication technology synchronously (students commu-
nicate with one another in real time) or asynchronously (students
access and contribute whenever convenient (using e-mail or on-line
discussion boards) (see Burnett, 2003; Koschmann, 1996).

The use of computers in education was until the eighties focused
around the possibilities of individualizing instruction by com-
puters. Computer software was constructed to support students’
repetitive practice, in accordance with behaviourist theory, con-
tending that learning was best achieved by individuals practicing
an individualized task in a repetitive manner until mastery was
achieved (McLoughlin & Oliver, 1998). The computer was re-
garded as a kind of teacher, with the potential to give immediate
feedback. It has been shown that this kind of software can engage
students for a while, thus liberating some of the teacher’s time for
other tasks, but it does not engage students in higher levels of cog-
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nitive processes such as comprehension, hypothesis formation and
reflection. A second type of computer software developed for
pedagogical purposes took the form of ‘micro worlds’ where social
interaction did occur, but the benefits of dialogue and communica-
tion were merely regarded as incidental, rather than central to cog-
nitive progress. The use of computers and internet is increasingly
entering into schools and higher education for learning purposes,
though possibly, not as fast as in the rest of the society. Communi-
cation on the Net used for educational purposes can be divided
along two lines, depending on the purpose of the communication:
computer mediated communication (CMC), and computer sup-
ported collaborative learning (CSCL). CMC and CSCL, have in
common that they use the Internet for communication between
students but they differ on important aspects. When using CMC,
electronic discussion is used as a means of enhancing individual
student’s exploration and understanding of subject matter, whereas
in CSCL, discussion aims at solving problems and building knowl-
edge collaboratively. Specially constructed Learning Management
Systems (LMS) have been the most commonly used applications for
CMC and CSCL. However today, open source applications, such
as twitters, blogs and various forum sites take over more and more
in schools and higher education. Some of the main differences be-
tween the LMS and the new open source applications are that the
latter are not limited to involve only the class or study group but
open up for communication and discussion globally, its uses and
content are neither to the same extent as a LMS controlled by the
course administrator/tutor. Discussions on the Net are usually per-
formed as chat or forum discussions. Chat sessions are synchro-
nous discussions, where the participants take part in the discussion
in real time, while forum discussions are performed asynchro-
nously, which means that the discussions can last for long periods
of time.

There are more studies done on group work and power in CMC
contexts than in CSCL contexts. In fact, only a limited number of
studies address the issue of sex differences in CSCL environments,
whereas it has been a topic for research for quite some time in
CMC research. Some of the studies reviewed include aspects of
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power, sex and social class in their analyses, whereas most do not
include such factors.

A number of claims are put forward by advocates of net based
group work, suggesting various positive effects. It is for example
assumed that internet based learning environments may increase
opportunities for the collaborative learning by offering shared
working space on the Net, where students can work together with
authentic problems (Kirschner et al., 2004). It has also been as-
sumed that net based environments offer more equitable learning
opportunities. Some empirical studies support such assumptions. In
a study by King (2001) on teacher students engaged in discussions,
both on the Net and in the class room, it was found that though a
single student might dominate interaction in the classroom setting,
his or her presence on the Web was not as dominant, due to the
fact that all had equal ‘air-time’. The students further felt that their
contributions to discussions on the Web mirrored deeper and more
critical thinking, lengthier considerations and better analyses. Ad-
ditional positive effects were that students got to know each other
better. The pre-discussion on the Net had a positive impact on the
following discussions in the face-to-face situation. The discussions
became livelier, with more students participating. For example, shy
students participated more often in class-room interaction after
first being part of a net based discussion.

Based on a study of 16 university students in educational and lan-
guage studies, Lally & Barrett (1999) discuss the social aspects of
computer mediated communication. They arrive at the conclusion
that the medium supports the building of an on-line learning com-
munity, capable of providing social and academic support to stu-
dents. The researchers found that the messages students posted to
their seminar held detailed explications of their ideas, often includ-
ing examples in order to illustrate a point. The inclusion of more
verbally explicit details in their on-line communication may reflect
the fact that it is not possible, in an on-line environment, for the
‘speaker’ to simultaneously monitor the reactions of others (e.g. a
questioning glance to indicate the need for further explanation, or
the nodding of a head to indicate a point has been grasped). The
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effect of this is that, for purposes of clarity, the particular cognitive
skill of defining terms verbally is rehearsed in a number of different
ways. While such discourse may preclude ‘moving on’ to deeper
processing skills or to meta cognitive skills, the clarity of discus-
sion, and depth with which ideas are explained, may nevertheless
offer a valuable learning experience to students, in terms of explor-
ing their own thinking and that of their colleagues. Lally & Barrett
(1999) further argue that enabling full and active student participa-
tion may depend on critical characteristics of structure and process,
such as group-size, the balance between academic and social dis-
course, and the nature and timing of on-line events.

There are three important aspects of asynchronous net based group
work that to a great extent change the conditions for the discus-
sion, compared to discussions in face-to-face groups. Firstly, by not
meeting face-to-face, the group members do not have access to the
whole range of communication channels, such as gestures, facial
expressions, or pitch of voice, typical for the face-to-face situation.
Thus, the words produced assume a much greater importance than
in other contexts, since they stand for most of the communication,
although certain information is still conveyed by the contextual
and conversational framing of the utterance — in this case, for in-
stance, the general academic nature of the assignment. Since rela-
tional cues between people are normally mediated non-verbally,
the absence of nonverbal cues in CMC/CSCL occludes vital parts
of interpersonal dynamics. This implies that single words become
more significant in net based than in face-to-face communication
(Siegel et al., 1986; Walther & Bunz, 2005). Over-explicit expres-
sions may in computer mediated groups mirror the lack of non-
verbal clues (e.g. shaking one’s head) or paraverbal insinuations
(e.g. raising the voice) (Straus, 1996). Several students in my study
confirm this line of reasoning, by saying that in order not to be in-
terpreted wrongly, it was necessary to be very clear in the contribu-
tions, even to the point of being over-explicit. One student ex-
pressed this concern as follows':

* This and following quotes from students are excerpts from the evaluation described in Table 3.
They are translated from Swedish.

32



A discussion on the Net implies that one has to express oneself
in a different way, which sometimes can be difficult. It is impor-
tant to have clear and distinct contributions; otherwise they can
be hard for the group to understand. Therefore, in the course of
the work, I have learnt to write short yet subject focused con-
tributions. Despite that, it has sometimes been difficult for the
group to understand me. Contributions with points of view that
have been obvious for me have been unclear for the others. It is
of course also good, because then new thoughts and opinions
can be created.

Female student, 19 years old

Secondly, it changes the discussion from oral to written. There are
various aspects of spoken language that have no counterpart in
writing: rhythm, intonation, degrees of loudness, variation in voice
quality (‘timbre’), pausing, and phrasing. Differences also include
indexical features by which we recognise that it is Mary talking
and not Jane, that is, the individual characteristics of a particular
person’s speech (Halliday, 1994). Some of the interactivity that is
possible in oral communication is thus not possible in written
forms. Another difference is that the oral form is transitory, while
the written form to a much greater extent is constant. The shift
from speech to writing involves a shift in ‘logic’: a shift from the
logic of sequences in time to the logic of arrangements in (concep-
tual, visual and other) space (Carlson, 1994). One student in my
study expresses the considerations one had to make in the forum in
the following manner:

When I was going to write something on the forum, I was cau-
tious about not expressing myself on ‘chat-language’. The lan-
guage one uses on the Internet can easily be misinterpreted. E.g.
if T write something with two exclamation marks after my text,
the reader can interpret it as if I’'m screaming, though my pur-
pose was to draw some extra attention to my comment. I sup-
pose that the more contributions we read in the forum the more
knowledge we get about each other’s internet language.

Female student, 26 years old
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Thirdly, net based asynchronous communication makes the dia-
logue proceed on a slower path than the usual rapid-fire mode in
an oral situation, which gives students time to formulate their con-
tributions: they have equal ‘air-time’. Utterances in oral communi-
cation come quickly and are often fragmentary. The responses to
utterances in a face-to-face situation must be produced immedi-
ately, in order to be valid as responses, whereas it is possible in
written communication to read and analyse the utterances long af-
ter they are made. A benefit of the net based group work situation
is therefore the possibility to afterwards analyse and reflect on
what has been uttered in writing. One of the students in my study
expresses that he finds the net based discussion easier to follow:

Some people can feel that one expresses oneself easier in writ-
ten, and with more substance and more in detail, I’'m one of
them. When one conducts a discussion orally, it can sometimes
be hard to follow. I cannot write and discuss at the same time,
it is just not possible. It doesn’t stick to my memory. In a forum
one has it in black and white.

Male student, 19 years old

The relative slowness of asynchronous on-line discussions may of-
fer opportunities for linguistically challenged students to take part
in the discussion on more equal terms. This may be a benefit also
for students less familiar with the academic seminar and its style of
discussion.

The challenge of socio-emotional relations in net based
group communication

As we have seen, several researchers have stressed potential bene-
fits of asynchronous net based learning environments. However,
such positive assumptions have been questioned from a theoretical
standpoint, as well as based on empirical research. Some research-
ers believe, for example, that CMC and CSCL may generate texts
that differ from ‘ordinary’ written language, and that computer
mediated language is “a hybrid language variety displaying charac-
teristics of both oral and written language” (Ferrara, Brunner, &
Whittemore, 1991, p. 10). Wertsch (2002) questions whether the
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form of mediation which computer mediated interaction gives rise
to really brings about dialogue, or if it maybe even is a new form
of monologism. He proposes a more radical angle of approach,
suggesting that we ought to look at how the new tool introduces a
fundamental change in the communication between human beings;
maybe to the extent that we can question whether we are dealing
with the same kind of action at all.

Another type of criticism stems from Kreijns, Kirschner, &
Jochems (2003) who argue that research and teaching lack interest
in the social interactions in computer supported collaborative
learning environments. Even if such environments may support
communication and collaboration, there are two pitfalls that ap-
pear to impede the desired results. The first is that it is taken for
granted that social interaction automatically takes place, just be-
cause an environment makes it technologically possible. The sec-
ond is the tendency to restrict social interaction to educational in-
terventions aimed at cognitive processes, while social interventions
aimed at socio-emotional processes are ignored, neglected or for-
gotten.

When students in net based courses do not know each other previ-
ously, it may lead to feelings of insecurity on how to behave in this
context. In the beginning of all kinds of group work, there is fre-
quently a certain amount of insecurity (Berger & Calabrese, 1975;
Berger, Bradac, & Callero, 1982). This is also true in net based
groups, where students are physically isolated from each other and
lack immediate response and nonverbal signs (Jarveld & Hakkinen,
2002; Pea et al., 1999). Mikitalo et. al (2005) studied the experi-
ences of university students when working in net based groups.
The members reported insecurity as an effect of the fact that the
group members did not know each other. Miktalo et al. claim that
the anonymity and insecurity experienced may have affected the
level of discourse in negative ways.

The importance of both social and structural aspects - the latter re-

ferring to how the group structures its group work, how the group
work proceeds and how the group task is carried out - is at focus
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in a study by McConnell (2005). He studied students participating
in a two-year, part-time Master’s course aimed at professional de-
velopment, and which was delivered on-line. The course focused
on collaborative and cooperative group work. The participants
were organized in e-learning groups of 7-10 members with a tutor.
Using detailed ethnographic methods, McConnell studied the
group dynamics of three groups. He could show that two of the
groups worked harmoniously, successfully producing a collective
end product. The members in the third group exhibited extreme
anxiety. As anxiety became the focus of this group, it diverted the
group members’ attention away from contributing to an efficient
collective effort. All three groups split at a certain point of time
into sub-groups. Members in the two ‘harmonious’ groups divided
the group openly, and reached an agreement about how the tasks
that the sub-groups worked with should relate to the final product.
The whole group supported the members in their sub-group work,
which was open and available to all members. The disharmonious
group split up in a more unplanned way. It seemed as if the mem-
bers created their own liaisons, to deal with the lack of agreement
regarding the focus of their project. The work was performed in an
isolated manner in the sub-groups, with little communication be-
tween the groups, and sometimes not even with the big group.

Group dynamics were also the main focus of a study by Malmberg
(2005; 2006), performed in the frame of Malmo University’s re-
search programme ALHE (described in the introductory chapter of
the thesis). In the study, 120 teacher students in science, mathemat-
ics or geography participated. These students were in their first
term in 2001, and took part in a three week net based course as
part of their teacher training. The students formed a total of 25
groups. The groups were mixed with respect to sex, main subject
and school level the students were training for. A social network
analysis (Hanneman, 2000) of the contributions to the group fo-
rum showed considerable variation between groups, regarding
both pattern of communication and numbers of contribution.
Malmberg found that three patterns could be distinguished: sym-
metric with all members of the group contributing and responding
equally, and all possible connections between group members ex-

36



ploited; asymmetric which Malmberg describes as involving a nu-
cleus of three persons who upheld an intense communication, thus
excluding the other two members of the group; and finally, ex-
tremely asymmetric group interaction. The communication in the
asymmetric groups was characterized by a closed nucleus and a
number of solitaires. The students in the nucleus gave many con-
tributions compared to the solitaires, and got many responses. The
study further revealed time to be an important factor in forming
the communication pattern. In the asymmetric and extremely
asymmetric groups, the group members in the nucleus contributed
early in the group’s work, whereas the solitaires mostly added their
contributions late in the process, and thus had few responses.
Malmberg draws the conclusion that a student who, for some rea-
son, waits to contribute until late in the group process gets few re-
sponses and loses status in the group.

From this brief overview, it appears that the empirical results point
to the potentials of net based communication to support group
work and learning, but also indicate that such effects are not self
evident. In net based education, just as in other forms of education
and training, social and emotional experiences are important as-
pects of group work. Even if power is not explicitly dealt with in
most of the research in this field as a critical aspect of net based
learning environments, the results in many cases point to the pres-
ence of expressions of power and, in particular, domination of the
communication space or/and use of power related language. Em-
pirical studies of the new technology thus give rise to the question
of power in group communication.

Will net based group work change the power structure?

Initially, most research on CMC argued that CMC has an equaliz-
ing effect. These claims were based on the idea that social cues are
absent in electronic discussions. The net based groups were thus
assumed to be more ‘democratic’ than face-to face groups, and the
power structures were believed to have less impact. Based on stu-
dent responses after participating in a computer conferencing sys-
tem at Ontario Institute for Studies in Education Harasim (1987),
reported results supporting the hypothesis of the equalizing effects
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of CMC. Straus (1996) also found support of the equalizing effects
in her study of 162 undergraduate students (74% male) enrolled in
introductory courses on organizational behaviour/marketing at
Carnegie Mellon University, USA. Measured by the amount of time
used by each group member, Straus found that in the net based
situation, physical aspects, such as placement or position in the
group-meeting, would not have an impact. Status related character-
istics that otherwise affected communication in face-to-face groups
were less dominant. Such characteristics included sex, age, or posi-
tion in the communication network. According to Straus, the rea-
son why status characteristics are less important in the establish-
ment of the hierarchy in a group on the Net is that students may
never see or hear their fellow group members.

The Net offers possibilities, not only of being anonymous, but also
of changing identity. From studies of interactive computer games
and virtual worlds Linderoth (2007) reports the possibility of
changing gender. When gamers use an ‘avatar’ instead of their real
identity, a woman may choose a male avatar and vice versa. Al-
though in educational contexts it is less likely that participants will
change gender, ethnicity, age or similar status-related characteris-
tics, role changes may also appear in a discussion forum and be of
huge importance. One of the students in my study found it easier
to put forward her ideas and points of view because of the per-
ceived anonymity:

- ... when I went to school I hardly dared to put up my hand
and answer the teacher’s questions or come with any contribu-
tion in a discussion. I know that other students had the same
problem. Our teacher in social sciences said clearly: You girls
also have to answer sometimes, you just sit quietly! Had we
only had the Internet I could have put forward my knowledge
in a completely different way. At home I was always the one
discussing most loudly but that was because I felt safe. In the
classroom one could get a comment that made one feel stupid in
front of the others. The Internet gives me a feeling of being
more anonymous although everybody knows who I am. It is
easier for me to put forward my point of view. Otherwise, I can
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be a bit scared of getting into a conflict. Some students in
school or high school lack confidence and then the Internet can
be a helpful tool.

Female student, 28 years old

Gender/sex is the factor that most often is in focus in research on
power structures in CMC contexts. In contrast to the results re-
ported by Harasim (1987) and Straus (1996) above, the majority
of recent studies come to the conclusion that gender based com-
munication styles found in face-to-face communication carry over
into electronic environments, and that social cues are present also
in written language (see Dawn Blum, 1999; Fabos & Young, 1999;
Guiller & Durndell, 2006; Prinsen et al., 2007; Sussman & Tyson,
2000). Already, in an early study of on-line communication, Selfe
& Meyer (1991) observed that males who enjoyed high status off-
line also dominated the net based interaction, both under normal
conditions and under conditions of anonymity. Herring (1992)
was, together with Selfe & Meyer, one of the first researchers who
discerned patterns of male domination in CMC. She observed that
participation on an e-mail list called Zinguist was highly asymmet-
rical, with male participants contributing 80 % of the total discus-
sion. In order to test if participation was dependent on content,
Herring, Johnson & DiBenedetto (1995) undertook an investiga-
tion of a smaller, more woman-friendly internet communication
list. The researchers assumed that in a less adversarial environ-
ment, women would be more likely to participate equally. How-
ever, this was not what they found.
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During a discussion of ‘men’s literature’ which lasted five weeks,
males contributed 70 % of the total words, as is shown in Table 1
below. They also used more words per contribution than the fe-
male participants.

Table 1. Contributions made to the ‘men’s literature’ discussion.

Variables Female speakers Male speakers
Number of contributors 18 (30.5 %) 41 (69.5%)
Number of contributions 87 (36 %) 155 (64%)
Mean no. of words per contr. 162 211.5
Total words contributed 14,114 (30 %) 32,774 (70%)

Source: Herring, Johnsson and DiBenedetto (1995)

Similar results of male dominance in net based discussions were re-
ported by Sussman & Tyson (2000) in a study on chat-rooms,
where 30 topics were selected (10 masculine, 10 feminine, and 10
gender-neutral). The conclusion was drawn that cyberspace is a
context where the sex of the communicators is not salient, never-
theless, a male-dominated atmosphere still develops. The power
generated differentiation with respect to sex in this arena displays
itself in communication in similar ways as in other communication
modes.

Other studies also indicate that power differences relating to sex
may be present in on-line contexts. In a study of the interaction of
197 introductory psychology students (149 females, 48 males),
who participated in asynchronous computer mediated communica-
tion, Guiller (2007) showed that males were more likely than fe-
males to use authoritative language and respond negatively in in-
teractions. On the other hand, females were more likely than males
to explicitly agree and support others, as well as making more per-
sonal and emotional contributions.

In the article ‘Gender differences in an on-line learning environ-
ment’, Barrett & Lally (1999) suggest an explanation to such phe-
nomena, arguing that men and women assume distinctively differ-
ent roles in the on-line learning environment. Their study showed
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that the cognitive and meta-cognitive content of on-line seminar
contributions by men and women was found to be similar, but the
social and interactive behaviour of men and women was signifi-
cantly different. In particular, it was found that within a formal
on-line learning environment: men sent (on average) more mes-
sages than women; they wrote messages which were twice as long
as those sent by women; and made more socio-emotional contribu-
tions than women. Women were found to contribute more ‘interac-
tive’ messages than men, i.e. their messages included implicit or
explicit references to previous contributions.

Findings from the studies discussed above (Barrett & Lally, 1999;
Guiller & Durndell, 2007; Herring, 1992; Herring et al., 1995;
Selfe & Meyer, 1991; Sussman & Tyson, 2000) further indicate
that the power structure in net based communication is character-
ized by at least two features: domination of the communication
space and use of language indicators that signal domination or
subordination. Coates (2004) found, for example, that the linguis-
tic features that signal gender in computer-mediated interaction are
similar to those that have been previously described for face-to-face
interaction, and include verbosity, assertiveness, use of profanity,
politeness (and rudeness), typed representations of smiling and
laughter, and degree of interactive engagement.

A research review by Prinsen, Volman & Terwel (2007) examined
both articles on differences related to sex in computer-mediated
communication (CMC) and articles on computer supported col-
laborative learning (CSCL). Eleven of the twenty articles reviewed
came from higher education contexts. In three of the six studies
where the participation of male and female students was directly
compared the results demonstrated that male students send more
messages than female students (Barrett & Lally, 1999; Carr et al.,
2004; Selfe & Meyer, 1991). In a fourth study (McConnell, 1997)
female students were found to send more messages, although male
students still wrote longer contributions. In a fifth study (Adri-
anson, 2001), the communication was balanced. Finally, in the
sixth study (Savicki, Kelley, & Lingenfelter, 1996a) female students
were found to send more words. When looking particularly at
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communication expressions, five of the studies reported assertive-
ness, disagreement and the presence of social elements to be typical
of the male communication style in the computer mediated envi-
ronment (Adrianson, 2001; Bernard, Mills, & Friend, 2000; Gay et
al., 1999; Savicki, Kelley, & Lingenfelter, 1996a; Savicki, Kelley,
& Oesterreich, 1999). Females in these studies appeared to be
more attuned to the task and to collaboration; built more on ear-
lier messages; and agreed more with males than males with each
other.

To sum up, a number of studies, in particular Dawn Blum (1999),
Guiller & Durndell (2007), Herring (1992) and Herring, Johnsson
& DiBenedetto (1995) seem to indicate that conclusions put for-
ward by Straus (1996) concerning gendered expressions of power
in net based communication may be false. The majority of studies
referred to above do not support the hypothesis that net based
communication gives rise to less expressions of gendered power
than face-to-face communication and instead support the assump-
tion that gendered power structures will survive the communica-
tion media.

The meta-analysis by Prinsen, Volman & Terwel (2007) points to
an important aspect of gendered domination in group communica-
tion: the communication pattern that emerges may be a result of
how the groups are composed. A majority of one of the sexes in a
group may change the communication pattern. Two empirical
studies support this assumption (Savicki, Kelley, & Lingenfelter,
1996a; Savicki et al., 1999). Tension, abusive language, calls for
action and sticking to one’s opinion seemed to be more prevalent
in male-only groups than in mixed or female-only groups. In fe-
male-only groups, expression of individual opinion, milder or more
intense reactions to other group members, more self-disclosure and
more attempts at tension prevention or reduction were found than
in male-only groups. Group composition seemed to play a role, re-
sulting in dominance of male communication behaviour in groups
where male students outnumber female students. Indicators of the
importance of group composition were also found in a study per-
formed by Savicki & Kelley (2000), where women using CMC
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with other women in small task groups developed a significantly
different style of communication than men using CMC with other
men.

An interesting finding was reported in two studies by Herring
(1994; 2003). Men were found to be less aggressive in female
dominated groups. Herring assumes that in a discussion on-line,
the sex with a majority of group members will dominate the dis-
cursive norms.

Other factors than gender/sex influencing the communication
pattern

The lack of studies regarding other factors than the impact of sex
on power structures in group work also applies to group work in
the context of CMC/CSCL. Studies concerning factors such as cul-
ture and class, for instance, are rare. Intercultural communication
as such is a challenge, and as with gender/sex, the question is if the
Net makes communication easier. Some researchers claim that it
does not, since the tool as such carries culture. Thorne (2003), for
example, talks about the medium as a cultural artefact, thus chal-
lenging the assumption of culturally neutral e-learning tools. Jor-
dan (2001) claims that the preconditions of cyber culture involve
several of the linguistic and communication norms of Western so-
cieties, including the aggressive and competitive individual. Prob-
lems of negotiating cultures can be observed on the Net, where
participants are involved in building learning communities and,
Jordan argues, culturally diverse individuals may hold widely dif-
ferent expectations of how to establish credibility, exchange infor-
mation, motivate others, give and receive feedback, or evaluate in-
formation. Reeder et al. (2004) analysed the impact of cultural dif-
ferences on participation in a culturally diverse group of learners
across Canada, where 17 students, 5 course facilitators, and 2
moderators formed a net community. The group included 17 fe-
male and 7 male participants ranging from 25 to 55 years of age,
and participants appeared to be representative socially of the popu-
lation normally recruited for the certificate programme. The par-
ticipants used the following categories to identify their cultural
heritages: Canadian, British Columbia First Nations (aboriginal),
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Middle Eastern, Southeast Asian, Southern European, German, Af-
rican, South Asian, Italian, Chinese, and UK South Asian. Nine of
the 24 participants were born and educated outside of Canada.
The data consisted of 453 on-line contributions over a 6-week on-
line component. The data was analysed using a variant of
grounded theory research methodology. Findings indicate that the
net based communication space was not a culturally neutral or
value-free speaking environment, in which culturally diverse indi-
viduals could meet on equal terms. The researchers observed that
the cultural values of speed, openness, quick response, debate and
informality were embedded in the Web platform used in the
course. Another observation made by the researchers was that the
greater the cultural gap between on-line participants, the greater
was the possibility for miscommunication. Participants from West-
ern cultures had the least difficulty in communicating successfully
within the on-line course environment, whereas students from cul-
tures with very different communication strategies were less suc-
cessful communicators. The average number of postings made by
aboriginal Canadians was for example disproportionately low. The
conclusions drawn were that the observed variations in participa-
tion are a function of both cultural background and the fact that
the Internet, like all social productions, carries the cultural values
of its producers.

Summary and conclusion of research findings

Two traditions, CMC and CSCL, have dominated this new and
expanding research field. Starting with different research interests,
they now seem to converge. The research field is characterized by
the different research disciplines involved. As a consequence, re-
search questions, theories and methods vary considerably. Many of
the CMC studies have been conducted by researchers from the dis-
cipline of psychology, and involve laboratory experiments. A few
studies were realized in natural settings, analyzing net based inter-
action of learning communities using the Internet. By contrast,
studies on CSCL have mainly been carried out in education. An
important group of studies, mostly undertaken in linguistics, fo-
cuses the linguistic character of the contributions, with an interest
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in type of language use compared to language use occurring in
face-to-face situations.

So far, research supports two different conclusions. On the one
hand, researchers suggest equalizing effects of net based communi-
cation. Status related characteristics, such as sex and age, are
shown to be less dominant in net based communication, since the
group members are not present in the same room physical aspects,
play no part in the discussion. A third factor has by some research-
ers (King, 2001) been said to contribute to effects of equality: in an
asynchronous discussion the group members have equal ‘air-time’,
which means the same room for speech independently of each
other.

The assumption that status characteristics observed in face-to-face
situations are not present in on-line situations is, however, contra-
dicted by most of the recent research. It is found that even in con-
ditions of anonymity, participants who enjoy high status off-line
dominate the interaction on-line. Most communication in groups
seems to be characterized by expressions of power — or lack of
power.

The divergence in research results might be ascribed to the rela-
tively small amount of studies, and to methodological variations
and shortcomings. Most studies, for example, are carried out under
a short period of time. Very few studies were sensitive to issues of
power, analysed the communication patterns of large numbers of
students over longer periods of time (exceptions include Guiller &
Durndell, 2007; Reeder et al., 2004; Straus, 1996).

Gender/sex is a factor that is included in several of the studies dis-
cussed above, especially in those focusing higher education. Such
studies demonstrate that males dominate the discussions both
quantitatively and qualitatively. They are more likely than females
to use authoritative language and to comment negatively in interac-
tions. Assertiveness and disagreement were typical of male styles.
On the other hand, females were more likely than males to explic-
itly agree or support others, and make more personal or emotional
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contributions. Females have also been found to make more refer-
ences to previous contributions in a discussion.

The main research findings on the difference between male and fe-
male expressions in on-line discussions are summarized in Table 2

below.

Table 2. Summary of research review on male/female expressions

Male expressions Female expressions

Competition Community/relations preservation
Dominance Modesty

Aggressiveness Politeness

Profiling Non-profiling

Closing Opening

Even if this is the dominant pattern, and most studies show that
sex plays a role in the interaction, a few studies show males to
make more socio-emotional contributions than females. In this re-
spect, the assumption put forward (see Callaway et al., 1985;
Sussman & Tyson, 2000) that the context as well as the content of
the communication, the organization, and the composition of the
small discussion groups are all significant. The impacts of sex in
net based communication are highly contextual and intertwined
with factors such as socio-economic background, ethnicity, and
age. Social class and culture are as important as sex in communica-
tion on the Net (Reeder et al., 2004). However, very few studies
include such factors in their analysis. The situation of students
from groups in society that are underrepresented in higher educa-
tion, has for instance, rarely been in focus.

Another area where research is lacking is the impact of the compo-
sition of the small group. Only a few studies take into considera-
tion group composition with respect to sex. In spite of well estab-
lished research results demonstrating that men and women act and
speak differently in only male/female, mixed or male dominated
groups, most studies analyse the communication pattern irrespec-
tive of the composition of the small group with respect to sex. The
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few studies that do focus on the group as such (see Savicki, Kelley,
& Lingenfelter, 1996a; Savicki et al., 1999), and on the effects of
group composition, indicate that in groups where male students
outnumber female students, the males dominate the communica-
tion in several ways.

Clearly, power issues in on-line communication involve many fac-
tors, and are far from simple. The findings on these issues could be
summarized as follows. On the one hand, studies show social bene-
fits of CMC, meaning that building an on-line community may
provide both social and academic support, offering an arena for
students to get more familiar with each other. CSCL contexts, with
tools deliberately conceived to enhance working and learning
through collaboration, offer more possibilities of participating in
discussions/knowledge building than traditional CMC contexts.
Asynchronous communication offers better possibilities to take
part without time pressure, thus giving room for deeper thoughts,
lengthier considerations, better considered analyses and more criti-
cal thinking than synchronic communication (Malmberg, 2006;
Paavola et al., 2004).

As a research field, two types of research appear to be lacking:
firstly, studies highlighting the impact of other status characteris-
tics than sex, such as ethnicity, social class or age, and secondly,
studies focusing on the impact of group composition on the inter-
action. The thesis will try to add to existing knowledge by focusing
on these two aspects. As assumed by theory and to some extent
shown by empirical research, a relation appears to exist between
the access to cultural, social and symbolic capital and expressions
of power. In the analysis, I will therefore try to relate the hierarchy
in expressions of power found in the groups’ communication to
some parameters defining capital.
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Research questions

The review discussed above has pointed to certain needs for re-
search. The review has also identified a set of concepts and strate-
gies that have proved to be of value when identifying expressions
of power in net based group dialogues. The overall aim of the pre-
sent thesis is to investigate the interaction processes that occur in
the group dialogues when teacher students work collaboratively in
small groups using net based asynchronous dialogues to solve a
problem of environmental sustainability. The focus is on power
structures in the CSCL context in relation to aspects of symbolic
capital. In other words, the thesis investigates whether students’
dialogues display patterns of dominance/subordination. This in-
cludes an interest in the significance of group composition. The
overall aim can be broken down into the following research fo-
cuses, with corresponding research questions.

A. Expressions of power in the discussions with respect to
quantitative communication space and verbal expressions
What differences (if any) are found in the asynchronous
dialogues regarding;:

- Dominance of the communication space? Are these differ-
ences related to students’ sex, age, linguistic background or
country of birth?

- Expressions of agreement/support or disagreement with
other group members?

- Use of toning down expressions?

- How do students try to involve and relate to other group
members, by asking questions, asking for input and views
from other group members?

B. Relation between expressions of power in relation to sym-
bolic capital
Are any of the aspects outlined under A. related to sym-
bolic capital, as defined by student’s sex, age, socio-
economic background, language spoken at home or coun-
try of birth?
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C. Expressions of power in relation to group composition
with respect to symbolic capital
Does the composition of the specific work group with re-
spect to proportion of male/female students, of students
born outside Sweden, speaking another language than
Swedish at home, and students with diverse socio-
economic background, affect the issues outlined under A.
and B. above?
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METHOD

Research approach

Research methodology in the social sciences has traditionally been
divided into two different research traditions: quantitative or quali-
tative approaches. However, in recent years, this bi-partition into
two parts has been questioned. Allwood & Erikson (1999) and
Einarsson & Hammar Chiriac (2002) believe that one way of
avoiding this dichotomy is to stop using the labels qualitative and
quantitative, and instead refer to the complex relationship between
scientific philosophic assumptions, different methods and the tan-
gible research that is to be undertaken.

Bryman & Nilsson (2002) represent another standpoint concerning
the two research traditions, and argue that it can advantage to
combine them. A combination of the two research approaches
could lead to a reinforcement of the advantages, while reducing the
disadvantages that each tradition presents separately. Criticism has
been raised against this standpoint. It has been stressed that the
two research methods build on differing epistemologies, and that
qualitative and quantitative research are based on different re-
search paradigms. Nevertheless, argues Hammar Chiriac (2003),
by connecting to a more technical approach, it is possible to use a
multifold strategy. Denzin & Lincoln (2005) argue along the same
line; “nor does qualitative research have a distinct set of methods
or practices that are entirely its own. Qualitative research, in fact,
uses semiotics, narrative, content, discourse, archival and phone-
mic analyses, even statistics, tables, graphs, and numbers” (p.14).
According to these researchers, methods can be seen as autono-
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mous in relation to the fundamental ontological assumptions, and
thus be used within both traditions or even be combined in a, for
the study, profitable way. This is the perspective adopted by the
present thesis. The research questions focus primarily on the rela-
tionship between communicative interaction patterns and qualities
that signify structural power relationships among students. At the
same time, the questions involve an interest in generating statisti-
cally reliable results. In other words, the focus on patterns of
dominance of the communication space in dialogues concerns both
quantitative and qualitative aspects. Hence, the data used is de-
rived from both quantitative and qualitative analyses of the mate-
rial. On the one hand, quantitative measures are needed to relate
expressions of quantitative dominance of space to social variables
describing symbolic capital. On the other hand, a qualitative analy-
sis is used to describe and understand in which ways domination is
verbally expressed.

Design of the empirical study

In order to answer the research questions, the design of the study
and the methods for gathering and analysing data must be consid-
ered. Before discussing in detail the ways in which the research
questions are addressed, I will briefly outline design, data and
methods used for the analyses.

Being part of a broader longitudinal study of first term teacher stu-
dents in net based group work, the study is truly naturalistic: it re-
lies on data that would also otherwise be gathered in the course,
and on software and communication rules normally used in this
educational context. The setting and the content was decided by
the course administrators. The study includes the participation of
all students enrolled in the course. The naturalistic design restricts
the choice of methods for data gathering.
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In the case at hand, the course was based on CSCL (Computer
Mediated collaborative Learning)’, as problem based knowledge
building in small and heterogeneous groups. The groups were
composed randomly by the course administrators in groups of 4-6
students (although one group ended up having 7 members). As part
of the course, students answered two questionnaires at the begin-
ning of the term. One included questions concerning the apprehen-
sion of knowledge and learning, teaching as a profession, group
work and self efficacy. The other questionnaire contained ques-
tions on personal background and on students’ experience with
computers. The latter (see Appendix I) was used as source of in-
formation on students’ linguistic background, country of birth and
parental educational attainments. The net based dialogues took
place on special research software, where every group used its own
forum and chat room. The chat room was meant only to hold ‘so-
cial comments’, whereas the group forum was intended to hold the
knowledge building contributions. The course included frequent
moments of self and peer assessment, among which were assess-
ment of the social dynamics of the group, as well as assessment of
the quality of the students’ and others’ contributions. In the course
design, these assessments were primarily intended to function as
individual examinations with a formative focus. They were, how-
ever, additionally included in the summative examination that be-
sides these assessments that took place periodically during the
course, also consisted of a group report that drew conclusions re-
garding the appropriate location of a new central refuse disposal
plant.

Ethical aspects

All students were informed in the beginning of the term that we
wanted to use the material for research. We assured the students of
their anonymity, and that their identity would never be revealed in
any report. There were no students who opposed the use of the

’ As earlier explained in the chapter Group work, power and communication technology, CSCL
(Computer Mediated Collaborative Learning) refers to virtual teams of interdependent members
collaborating using communication technology synchronously (students communicate with one
another in real time) or asynchronously (students access and contribute whenever convenient) using
e-mail or online discussion boards. Discussion is aimed at solving problems and building knowledge
collaboratively.
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written dialogues for research, but some students were hesitant to
fill in the form about personal information (see Appendix I) which
resulted in 29 students (20 %) not filling these forms in.

Discussion of methods for gathering and analysing data
The choice of research methods is closely related to the research
questions. Choice of methods involves methods used to gather
data, as well as methods to analyse the data. Earlier research has
employed a variety of methods to research group interaction. The
adopted methods vary depending on research focus, but also with
scientific discipline. In the research review on differences relating to
sex in CSCL/CMC by Prinsen et al. (2007), descriptive studies in
natural settings were used in four out of six studies undertaken in
the discipline of education, whereas experimental design was used
in seven CMC (Computer Mediated Communication)' studies, all
based in psychology. The experimental studies used experiment
and control group design, and the content and context of the dia-
logues was specially designed for the experiment. In the naturalistic
studies, data was gathered from, for example, internet dialogues in
ordinary chat communities, from a common forum, or from a fo-
rum specific for each working group. The dialogues in the natural-
istic types of studies either consisted of ‘natural’ discussions on the
Net or of dialogues on specific material and/or problems that were
given to the students as part of a course.

Analyses of data in the research field of CSCL/CMC also vary de-
pending on the research traditions existing within different disci-
plines, although there seems to be certain common elements. To
study students’ participation in the communication, number of
messages and number of words are frequently counted. Findings
concerning various forms of language based on content analyses
are also frequent. Social network analysis was used in one CSCL

study in order to study the social dynamics of a group (Malmberg,
2006).

" Explained earlier in Group work power and communication technology. CMC (Computer Me-
diated Communication) refers to electronic discussion that is used as a means of enhancing individu-
al student’s exploration and understanding of subject matter. Subordinate is the collaborative aspect
of learning.
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Statistical tools and methods of analysis

All data was entered in a data base of the Statistical Package for
the Social Sciences programme (SPSS for Windows, version 14.0).
SPSS was also used for the statistical analyses.

ANOVA (Analysis of variance) was predominantly used in the first
analysis, when group composition was not considered, except for
analyses with respect to age, where statistical relationships were
analysed by Pearson product-moment correlation. Post hoc analy-
ses were performed in cases where the independent variable con-
sisted of more than two categories. Multivariate analyses were
done when the variable sex was added to the analyses of age, lan-
guage spoken at home, country of birth and parental educational
attainments. In the second analysis, with respect to group composi-
tion, the statistical relationships were analysed by Pearson product-
moment correlation.

The methods chosen for gathering data will be described in the fol-
lowing.
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Instruments for data collection
Table 3 below summarizes the instruments used.

Table 3. Data gathering tools

University Question- Net based Evaluation”

registration  naire® communica-

form" tion

Background  Background All contribu- Students’ ana-

data: sex data: country  tions during lyses of the

and age of birth, lan-  two weeks (a method of
guage spoken  total of 2077):  working on a
at home, pa-  Number of CSCL, re-
rental educa-  contributions,  garding per-
tional attain-  number of sonal expe-
ments words per con-  rience and

tribution, and
in total, use of
verbal expres-
sions

suitability in
schools

"' When students entered the teacher training they were registered by name, sex, age and degree pro-

file.

" The questionnaire was disseminated in the beginning of the first term, as a part of the overall
ALHE research programme (see Appendix I).
" The quotes from the students in the present thesis are drawn from this evaluation
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Description of collected data on students’ background

The data that was collected on students’ background is summa-
rized in Table 4 below.

Table 4. Collected data on students’ background

- Sex, (male or female)
- Age (years of age)
- Socio-economic background,
(parents’ highest level of education)”
- Language spoken at home,
(Swedish or another language)”
- Country of birth,
(born in Sweden/ not born in Sweden)

Sex

Gender is a social construct. Whereas sex is the term used to indi-
cate biological difference, gender is the term used to indicate psy-
chological, social and cultural difference.

The identification of a person as belonging to one of two gender
groups is a fundamental guide to how they are perceived, how
their behaviour is interpreted and how they are responded to in
every interaction and throughout the course of their lives.
(Weatherall, 2002, p. 20)

Performing statistical analyses on gender tends to lead us to divide
people in the dichotomy of male and female, although this type of
dichotomy implies a very narrow perspective on gender. Neverthe-
less, research reviews previously referred to (see Guiller &
Durndell, 2007; Herring, 1992; Savicki, Kelley, & Lingenfelter,
1996a; Sussman & Tyson, 2000) clearly show that power differ-
ences have been observed correlating to the distinction of sex.

" Data was collected on mother’s and father’s educational attainments and the highest level was de-
rived from that

" Several students commented that they spoke both Swedish and another language at home. These
students were included in the category ‘speaking another language than Swedish at home’.
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Age

The age of the students in my study varies from 19 to 48. The
point of departure when entering higher education is very different
for students coming directly (or almost) from upper secondary
school, compared to students who have already pursued a profes-
sional career, or those students who maybe even have completed
another programme in higher education.

Socio-economic background

Socio-economic background may be operationalized in different
ways. Socio-economic background of students is usually defined on
the base of the parents’ profession or education. In the Concept
Manual for Follow up of Higher education (The Swedish National
Agency for Higher Education, 2008), it is described as the highest
educational level of either parent. The socio-economic background
is perceived to have an impact on the students’ academic self-
confidence and their self-perceptions of their academic abilities.
The data should be understood against the background that in
Sweden almost all adults have completed nine years of compulsory
schooling (Statistics Sweden, 2007), and today the vast majority of
all school-leavers enter upper secondary school (The Swedish Na-
tional Agency for Education, 2009). In Sweden 37 % of young
people born 1986 enter higher education before the age of 21 (The
Swedish National Agency for Higher Education, 2009). Higher
education is free of charge in Sweden. Considering the different
ages of the students participating in the study, one may reflect over
the impact of the educational attainments of parents on a student
19 years of age who still lives at home with her/his parents, in
comparison to a student of more than 35, who has pursued a pro-
fessional career or completed a university degree. Astin (1977)
found that students’ perception of themselves regarding academic
abilities and academic self-confidence is not static. Students gener-
ally increase their academic self-confidence through participation
in college. He found that student involvement, particularly in-
volvement with faculty, had a significant effect on students’ aca-
demic self-confidence at the end of college, even after controlling
for background characteristics and their entering level of academic
self-confidence.
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Language spoken at home and country of birth

Swedish legislation does not allow handling of data revealing eth-
nicity'®. ‘Foreign background’ is in Swedish national surveys de-
fined as persons born abroad and/or persons whose parents are
both born abroad". Thus, the variable country of birth included in
my study does not capture the entire group of students counted as
being of foreign background in Swedish statistics, since the parents’
country of birth is not included. The variable country of birth is
vague, and to use it as a variable describing cultural background is
misleading, among other things since there is no distinction made
which countries the students are born in. The differences in culture
(aspects of culture that could be of relevance in this context) be-
tween students coming from various origins but not born in Swe-
den are probably greater than the difference of these students as a
group compared to students born in Sweden. Linguistic back-
ground could mean a variety of things. Statistics concerning lan-
guage'® in censuses in the ECE region refer to: mother tongue (de-
fined as the first spoken language), the most important language
(the language an individual is in best command of) and language
spoken at home or at work, or proficiency in different languages.
In this study, the variable concerning language refers to language
spoken at home. However, the significance of the variable is not
entirely clear with respect to the research questions. The main issue
of interest for this study is the proficiency in the Swedish language,
while the variable /anguage spoken ar home merely suggests that
Swedish is not the mother tongue for those who speak another lan-
guage than Swedish at home. The variable taken alone gives very
little information concerning actual proficiency in Swedish, or how
this might affect the communication in various subject domains. In
a given social context, however, lower proficiency in Swedish may
in fact correlate with the circumstances that other languages are
spoken at home. Although the two variables country of birth and
language spoken at home are blurry in certain respects, and only
relate indirectly to the aspects they are trying to capture (cultural

' According §13 in the Swedish personuppgiftslagen (PuL 1998:204) [the Personal Data Act (PDA)]
it is forbidden to handle personal details that reveal the ethnic origin.

"7 Concept Manual, Swedish National Agency for Higher Education (2008)

* Recommendations for 2000 censuses of population and housing in the ECE region. New York: UN
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aspects and Swedish language proficiency), as will be seen in the
next chapter, they still produce interesting differences in the statis-
tical analyses of students’ patterns of interaction.

Work groups

The work groups were composed randomly by course administra-
tors. The data gathered in the manner described in previous sec-
tion; Description of collected data on students’ background, was
used to obtain information about the actual composition of each
specific group. The reason for including group composition with
respect to other parameters in the analysis is found in earlier re-
search. Herring (1994; 2003) found that males dominated in
groups where they outnumbered the female students. If group
composition regarding sex influences the dialogue in this way, the
same may be true of socio-economic, linguistic and cultural back-
ground. Thus, to answer the question, Whar effect does the com-
position of the specific work group have on the communication
pattern?, parameters are needed showing the composition of each
of the groups regarding number/proportion of males/females, coun-
try of birth, language spoken at home and parental educational at-
tainments.

Table 5. Constructed data on group composition

- Percentage of males/females in group

- Percentage of students in group who have at least one
parent with university education

- Percentage of students in group who speak only Swedish
at home

- Percentage of students in group who are born in Sweden

The net based forum communication

Each group of students was assigned two group sites for communi-
cation; the Group Chat for social interaction and the Group Forum
for task related contributions. The contributions sent to the Group
Forum were used as primary data for the analyses of the students’
interaction. A total of 2077 contributions were sent by 29 groups
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of first term student to the separate group forums. The reason for
not including the data from the Group Chat in the analyses of the
students’ interaction is motivated by the results presented by
Malmberg (2006), using data from the same course a previous
year. Malmberg shows that, on the whole, the students tend not to
include personal and practical comments in the group forum. In
most groups, such issues are discussed on the chat forum. Malm-
berg’s study also shows that use of the chat forum varies substan-
tially between groups.

The 2077 forum contributions were coded and counted. The cod-
ing was inspired by earlier research results and theoretic assump-
tions. The concrete coding criteria (see Appendix II), exemplified
with excerpts, were developed through a series of revisions, and the
process was checked by a senior researcher. Two different coding
schemes were used: 1. indications of dominance of the communica-
tion space, and 2. verbal expressions that might be coded as ex-
pressions of power or the contrary.

Quantitative dominance of the communication space

To answer the question What ditferences are found in the asyn-
chronous dialogues regarding the dominance of the communication
space? certain aspects of the contributions have to be quantified.
Number of contributions and number of words were the most
common indicators of dominance used in earlier studies. In this
study, taking the floor in the group discussion is coded by: Number
of contributions, Length of contributions, Total number of words
and Share of discussion threads initiated in the group.

Table 6. Collected data on quantitative communication space

- Number of contributions

- Length of contributions

- Total number of word

- Share of discussion threads initiated in the group (%)
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Verbal expressions of dominance and/or community

The contributions were analysed and coded using linguistic content
analysis, and numerical data was constructed to answer the ques-
tions: Whart differences are found regarding expressions of agree-
ment/support or disagreement? Use of toning down expressions?
and Do students try to involve and relate to other group members
by asking questions, asking for input and views from other group
members?

The codes used are summarized in Table 7 below.

Table 7. Collected data on verbal expressions

Agreements
- Share of contributions containing agreements (%)

Disagreements
- Share of contributions containing disagreements (%)

Requests for input
- Share of contributions containing requests for input (%)

Toning down words
- Share of contributions containing toning down words (%)

Below follows a description of the verbal expressions that were
used in the analyses. To clarify the data gathering method and to
give an idea of how these expressions were used in context, exam-
ples are given and commented on. The excerpts are translated from
Swedish, all names are pseudonyms.

Agreement

Agreement is signified by: a positive value judgement such as ‘As
Anna said...’; encouragements e.g. ‘Good, Patrik...’; or by the stu-
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dent in the heading classifying” her/his contribution with ‘Agree’.
Guiller & Durndell (2007) describe an agreement (respectively a
disagreement) as a positive versus a negative ‘socio-emotional dis-
tinction’. The authors define this distinction by the way the con-
tributor reacts to the contributions of others, either in a positive
way (agreements), or in a more negative way (disagreements). The
analysis of agreements and disagreements was based on the re-
search undertaken by Guiller (2006), who found that females were
more likely than males to make attenuated contributions and ex-
press agreement, whereas males were more likely than females to
make authoritative contributions and express disagreement.

The excerpt below from a discussion in my material (Excerpt 1) il-
lustrates the use of agreements.

Excerpt 1. Female student, 19 years old

Re: All-embracing dialogue — Discussion thread [ Agree |
2004-10-19 19:58 by Linda Vreeten

That sounds reasonable. If one could decrease the waste with
50 % it would be great! Why do not any more municipalities
apply this method? Maybe it’s too expensive to distribute warm
compost containers to everybody? But as we conclude it is better

to think in long-term!

Contributions were classified as agreements in two cases: all con-
tributions labelled by the students with Agree, and other contribu-
tions containing explicit agreements, even when not labelled Agree
(see Matrix I, Appendix II).

Disagreements

A disagreement may be regarded as the opposite of an agreement.
An agreement remark carries a positive value, whereas an expres-
sion that is coded ‘disagreement’ holds a negative value judgement.
The two expressions differ, however, in strength, since a person
disagreeing would run the risk of a social conflict. As has been

¥ As described in the Introduction, a function had been built into the software, with which they
could mark their contributions with the following categories; New, Agree, Questioning, Build, Con-
clude or Organize.
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shown in earlier research (de Vries et al., 2002), there is a strong
tendency of avoiding cognitive conflicts in groups. The same ten-
dency can be seen in this data: the disagreement remarks are more
subtle and expressed in a more complex way than the expressions
of agreement. Pomerantz (1984) claims that disagreements are
usually wrapped up and not as simply structured as agreements. In
line with this, a remark of disagreement was often preceded by an
expression of agreement as in Excerpt 2 below.

Excerpt 2. Female student, 22 years old

Re: the dump [ Questioning |

2004-10-19 16:41 by Eva Andersson

I agree with you partly in what you write but want to ques-
tion a few things ....

Below follows one of the few cases where a disagreement was ex-
pressed directly.

Excerpt 3. Female student, 36 years old

Re: The dump [ Questioning |

2004-10-20 10:58 by Angelika Norlin

I must question your contribution about closing down the
refuse combustion. I read an article where they came to the
conclusion that it is more environmentally risky to compost
domestic refuse than combusting it as bio fuel. Besides if we
were going to deposit all waste a lot of more space would be
needed?

Just as with agreements, when the disagreement was not explicitly
expressed, it was the students’ own labelling of the contribution
that decided the categorization of the contribution to disagreement,
in this case the label Questioning (see Matrix I, Appendix II).

Request for input

To pose a question or to ask for input is quite likely a way to ex-
press a wish for interaction with other group members. To do so is,
however, a potentially face-threatening action (Goffman, 1967),
and to expose oneself in such ways demands a certain measure of
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self-confidence. To send many requests may therefore, be seen as a
demonstration of a strong attitude including a will to steer the dis-
cussion. It is generally not the group member with the least knowl-
edge who asks questions, and certainly not the one who is most in-
secure. However, alternative interpretations of the use of requests
for input are possible: just as frequent questions, to pose few ques-
tions or to rarely ask for input from the other students may indi-
cate another variety of assertive style, indicating a strong position
of power in the group.

The analytical category Requests for input did not have its own
categorizing label for the contributions as Agreement and Dis-
agreement did. Although questions were fairly easy to detect, the
material contained a number of different types of questions that
needed to be distinguished. Questions that were identified as rhe-
torical questions like “That article is very unreliable, isn’t it?” were
not included in the definition of request for input. In cases where it
was uncertain whether an expression was a rhetorical question or
not, the question was included in the category. Some questions
were direct factual questions e.g. “What is meant by global warm-
ing?’, while others were questions asking for the others’ opinions,
for instance, “What do you think about Mossheden?’, both these
types of questions were included in the category request for inpur
(see Matrix I, Appendix II).

In Excerpt 4 below, the contribution is labelled Agree, but it also
contains a question. It is therefore consequently categorized as con-

taining both an agreement and a request for input.

Excerpt 4. Female student, 44 years old

Re: The refuse dump [ Agree ]
2004-10-15 20:38 by Anneli Renstrom
David you are correct about the sea-current, but how can we

get more information? I know that it was the same arguments
when the Sound bridge was built, later it was proved that the
bridge pillars didn’t have much impact.
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Questions are not only invitations to an answer as Nordenstam
(2003) has pointed out, but can also be a disguised order or a pro-
posal, which was seen abundantly in the material, see e.g. Excerpt
5 below.

Excerpt 5. Female student, 19 years old

Re: Report group

2004-10-20 14:52 by Anna Proost

Couldn’t we write some points each? Then somebody reads
it through and writes about it so it sounds good??

Toning down words

To avoid face-threatening actions, a strategy of politeness is com-
monly used. Politeness can partly be described by different kinds of
toning down strategies (see the chapter Working in groups for a
more detailed explanation of the concept of politeness). The toning
down words included in my study were those words and expres-
sions that were used to play down, either the speaker him/herself,
or what he/she was saying. This has been called the ‘modality’ of

[13

an utterance, and explained as “...the speaker’s judgements of the
probabilities, or the obligations, involved in what he is saying”
(Halliday, 1973, p. 75). The modality thus signifies to which extent
the speaker in an utterance commits her/himself to what is said.
This is an important aspect of toning down techniques, signalling
subordination. Toning down words were only used as an indicator
of speakers’ relative status and power in a limited number of stud-

1€8.

In an innovative study, Gomard (2001) focused not on domination
as in earlier studies, but on expressions of politeness, signifying
subordination, investigating how they were used by male and fe-
male research students in Denmark. For the analyses of coding ex-
pressions representing toning down in my material, I used Go-
mard’s analysis to develop a Swedish coding system. This was done
in a pilot study of three groups with a total of fourteen students. In
the pilot study, I adapted Gomard’s analysis of toning down
strategies to a Swedish context. Just like the Danish language,
Swedish contains several toning down techniques that enable the
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speaker to speak in a tactful manner in connection with comments,
requests and giving advice. These techniques include (based on
Gomard’s analysis and corresponding material found in the pilot
study): the interrogative form; negation (inte [Eng. not]); modal
auxiliary verbs (kan, bor, liar, ska [Eng. can, ought to, is said,
shall]); verbs, past tense; (skulle [Eng. should]) adverbs that play
down (nog, lika bra, jo, bara [Eng. probably, just as well, well,
just]).

Additionally, this pilot study showed that in the Swedish dialogues,
other expressions, that no doubt also expressed toning down were
frequent. I included these words as indicators of toning down, in
addition to the forms (see above) that directly correspond to Go-
mard’s list. The additional words/expressions are: kanske, jag vet
inte, undrar, kidnns, verkar [Eng. maybe, I don’t know, wonder,
feel, seem], as well as the expression ‘val’ which is difficult to find
a single word in English to translate with. In certain contexts, the
word ‘val’ expresses the speaker’s expectation, as in ‘you’re not ...
are you?’ In other cases, the word is roughly the equivalent of ex-
pressions like “... T suppose’, or ... I hope’. T also included the
word ‘lite’ [Eng. little] when it was used as an expression to dimin-
ish what was said e.g. ‘Det ir lite sd jag menar’ [Eng. It is a little
bit like that I mean]. Excerpt 6 below gives an example of how
toning down words were used in a discussion included in my study.

Excerpt 6. Male student, 23 years old

Re: The dump [ Build |
2004-10-14 14:01 by Fredrik Lund

can be a solution— but don’t know for sure — you mean that one
should direct the streams so they are not hindered. I think that it
could be difficult to direct the streams with no consequences. But
I don’t know as said before. It is maybe possible to build some
kind of system that makes it possible to get that kind of turnover
of water that is necessary. Anyway it should be possible to de-

crease the environmental damage in some way. /fredrik
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Data analysis in two steps

Content analysis and analysis of space of all contributions irrespec-
tive of group composition.

All contributions were analysed and transformed into numerical
codes. The coded items were then used in correlation studies of the
relations between content as well as space with respect to parame-
ters of symbolic capital.

Content analysis and analysis of space with respect to group com-
position.

The composition of the groups was included in the analysis of rela-
tions between power expressions and symbolic capital.

Missing data

Two students were not included in the university register when
data was collected; they had terminated their studies after one term
and personal details were removed from the register so age could
not be obtained. Some of the students expressed a feeling of inva-
sion of integrity and expressed that they did not want to respond
to questions about their parents’ educational attainments. Twenty-
nine students did not fill in the questionnaire at all (20 %). All stu-
dents who filled in the questionnaire replied to the question regard-
ing language spoken at home (therefore missing in total 20 %); one
of the students filling in the questionnaire did not reply to the ques-
tion regarding country of birth (missing in total 20 %); while three
of the students who filled in the questionnaire did not respond to
the question regarding their parents’ level of education (missing in
total 22 %).

Of those who did not fill in the questionnaire fourteen were men
and fifteen women (48 % respectively 52 %), which does not
match the overall gender distribution in the whole study group of
37 % men respectively 63 % women. Thirteen (45 %) of the stu-
dents who did not reply to the questionnaire were less than 25
years old which is a bit less than the figure for the whole group (57
%).
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Description of the students

This study comprises the whole population, that is, all students
who entered teacher education, unit NMS in 2004. NMS enrolled
about a fifth of the teacher students entering Malmo6 University
that year. A total of 188 students were registered at NMS in either
of the two existing programmes (lasting 3.5 or 4.5 years respec-
tively). Of these, nine dropped out after a few weeks. The remain-
ing 179 students were divided into 35 groups, which were put to-
gether randomly. At the time of the investigation, materials from 6
groups with 32 students had to be omitted from the analysis, due
to some misunderstandings by one of the tutors, who edited the
online contributions. The total number of students included in the
study is thus 147 students in 29 groups. Neither the students in the
six groups that had to be excluded from the analysis, nor the char-
acteristics of these six groups with respect to composition, depart
in any noticeable way from the remaining 29 groups included in
the study. In the following, students are described according to the
parameters: sex, age, parents’ level of education, language spoken
at home, and country of birth.

Sex

The distribution between male and female students in the groups
included in the study is described in Table 8 and compared to other
student groups in Table 9.

Table 8. Sex of students, NMS*, Teacher education, Malmé Uni-
versity, 2004

Sex Frequency Percentage
Male 54 37
Female 93 63
Total 147 100

As Table 8 above shows, of the 147 students almost two thirds are
female and one third male. This is in line with the composition of
the student cohort at Malmo University at large, as can be seen in

* Department of Nature, Science and Society
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Table 9 below, but is a considerably higher share than at Swedish
universities in general.

Table 9. Percentage of male students among new entrants to
higher education 2004 in Sweden, at Malmo University and at
NMS, Teacher education, Malmo University

University/College Male entrants to higher education

2004 (%)
Sweden 44
Malmo University 36
Teacher education, NMS 37

Source: Swedish National Agency for Higher Education (2005), NU-

statistikdatabasen,

Age

The distribution of age is described in Table 10, and is compared
to Swedish students at large and to all students at Malmo Univer-
sity in Table 11. For descriptive purposes, age is in the tables coded
in age groups, less than 25 and more than 25 years old. The cate-
gorisation of students in groups of less than or above 25 years of
age is internationally recognized (see for instance the indicator for
educational attainment of the population in the International Stan-
dard Classification of Education (ISCED) (UNESCO, 1997) where
the educational attainment of the population is presented with re-
spect to number of students aged over respectively under 25 years
of age). The classification of the students in age groups will later be
used in the analyses of communication space with respect to age in
combination with sex.

69



Table 10. Students with respect to age group, NMS, Teacher edu-
cation, Malmo University, 2004

Age group Frequency Percentage

<25 83 57
=>25 62 43
Total 145™ 100

In the study group, students aged less than 25 years represent more
than fifty percent of the student population. The mean age of the
group is, as can be seen in Table 11, not substantially different
from new students at Malmo University and at Swedish universities
at large.

Table 11. Mean age of new entrants to higher education 2004 in
Sweden, at Malmé University and at NMS, Teacher education,
Malmo University

Universities/Colleges Mean age, entrants to higher edu-

cation 2004
Sweden 22
Malmo University 24
Teacher education NMS 23

Source: Swedish National Agency for Higher Education (2005), NU-

statistikdatabasen

*' Missing two cases
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Parental educational attainments
The parental educational attainments of the students in the present
study are described in Table 12 and compared to parental educa-
tional attainments of new students at Malmo University and other
Swedish universities in Table 13.

Table 12. Parental educational attainments of students, NMS,
Teacher education, Malmo University, 2004

Parental educational attainments Frequency Percentage
Nine-year compulsory school 10 9
Upper secondary school 38 33
University 67 58
Total 115” 100

Of those responding, the majority (58 %) indicated that at least
one parent had studied at university level, whereas only 9 % of
those answering the question had parents with low levels of educa-
tion (nine-year compulsory school).

Table 13. Parental educational attainments of new entrants to
higher education 2004 in Sweden, at Malmé University and at
NMS, Teacher education, Malmo University

Universities/Colleges Students with parents of uni-

versity education (%)
Sweden 30
Malmo University 23
Teacher education 1" term NMS 58

Source: Swedish National Agency for Higher Education (2005), NU-

statistikdatabasen

As can be seen in Table 13 above, the group of students entering
the NMS unit of the teacher training programme departs in a com-
pelling manner, both from the new students at Malmo University
and from students in Sweden at large, by coming from back-

~ Missing 32 responses
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grounds with higher academic levels of achievement. Since teacher
education in Sweden generally tends to recruit students from lower
and middle class backgrounds, it would have been easy to assume
the contrary. The proportions of academic family backgrounds are
all the more noteworthy, since Malmo University recruits more
students from parents with lower occupational status and educa-
tional attainments than most other universities and university col-
leges in Sweden. The difference could possibly partly be explained
by the 22 % missing responses. However, if all the 32 students not
responding to this question were coded as ‘nine-year’ or ‘upper
secondary’, 46 % would still be classified as having academic fam-
ily background, which is still significantly higher than students at
Malmo University and in Sweden at large.

Linguistic background and country of birth

Similar issues to those discussed above appear concerning ques-
tions of linguistic background and country of birth. A substantial
number of students did not answer the questions; which may also
have led to a certain distortion of the data on the group character-
1St1Cs.

Table 14. Language spoken at home, NMS, Teacher education,
Malmé University, 2004

Language spoken at home Frequency Percentage
Swedish 95 81
Another language 23 19
Total 118" 100

Of the 117 responding students, 19 % responded that they speak
another language than Swedish at home.

* Missing 29 responses
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Table 15. Country of birth, NMS, Teacher education, Malméo
University, 2004

Country of birth Frequency Percentage
Sweden 102 87
Another country 15 13
Total 117* 100

Of 117 respondents, 15 answered that they were born in another
country. As 30 students did not answer, we do not know the coun-
try of birth of these students. A comparison with data from The
Swedish National Agency for Higher education (2005) on students
with a foreign background in Sweden and with Malmo University’s
student data is presented below in Table 16. It must be noted that
the data from the two last sources not only represent students born
abroad, but additionally include students whose both parents are
born abroad. Clear conclusions can therefore not be drawn, since
the data from NMS only includes students who are themselves
born abroad.

Table 16. New entrants to higher education who are either born
abroad or whose parents are both born abroad, 2004

Universities/Colleges New entrants to higher education who
are either born abroad or whose parents
are both born abroad (%)

Sweden 16
Malmé University 23

Source: Swedish National Agency for Higher Education (2005), NU-

statistikdatabasen

Correlations between independent variables of back-
ground

Correlation analysis of the NMS data revealed a significant rela-
tionship between sex and language spoken at home: more women
than men spoke another language besides Swedish at home. As

* Missing 30 responses
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could be expected, there was also a significant relationship between
country of birth and language spoken at home.

Description of the 29 groups

Students were randomly assigned to groups by course administra-
tors, which resulted in great variety with respect to background pa-
rameters. In the following, the groups are described on the parame-
ters of sex, age, parental educational attainments, language spoken
at home and country of birth.

Group size
A group had four to seven members. Table 17 below shows the

number of groups of various sizes.

Table 17. Group size

Number of members in Number of groups
group

4 7
5 14
6 7
7 1

Half of the groups had five members, whereas the rest had four or
six. Only one group had seven members.

Group composition with respect to background factors

Sex

Nearly half of the groups had quite an even distribution of male
and female students (40-60% of either sex). One group consisted
of only females, while in three groups there was a majority of
males (two groups with 60 % of males and in one group all but
one student were males (80%)). The rest of the groups were to
various degrees (>60% ) dominated by female students.
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Table 18. Group composition with respect to sex

Share of males in Number of groups
group (%)

0-19 2

20-39 11

40-59 13

60-79 2

80-100 1
Age

More than half of the students were less than 25 years old, but al-
most one fifth of the students were more than 35 years old. The
average age was 26 years.

Parental educational attainments

With respect to parents’ level of education 25 % of the groups con-
sisted of a majority of students whose parents had not pursued
university studies, whereas in close to 50 %, students with univer-
sity educated parents were in majority.

Students’ linguistic background and country of birth

All groups contained a majority of students speaking only Swedish
at home. In fifteen groups, all students spoke only Swedish at
home. Also regarding country of birth, all groups contained a ma-
jority of students who were born in Sweden. Eighteen groups were
formed entirely of students born in Sweden.
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INTRODUCTION TO THE DIALOGUES

Opening up and/or closing down a discussion

Before presenting the main results of the empirical analyses con-
cerning symbolic capital and expressions of power, I would like to
illustrate some of the differences in how the discussions proceeded,
using examples from two of the groups. The description and analy-
sis of the discussions presented here are inspired by Wertsch (2002)
and his concerns about the dialogic processes in a computer medi-
ated context, more specifically, the issue of whether this new form
of media may give rise to a new form of monologism.

Consequently, T decided to take a deeper look into the dialogues
with respect to dialogicity and the concerns raised by Wertsch.
Two groups were selected based on a social network analysis
(SNA), which among other things measured the evenness of par-
ticipation in the groups. In this context, the analysis considered
both number of contributions and who was replied to. The two
groups selected for this analysis showed radically different levels of
homogeneity with respect to the involvement of the group mem-
bers; in one of the groups (group B) the participation was fairly
evenly distributed among the group members, while in the other
group (group A), one or two group members dominated the discus-
sion. See Figures 2 & 3 below.
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Figure 2. Social Network Analysis (SNA) Group A

Valerie
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In the analysis below, I describe how the group members in the
two groups (A and B) phrase their contributions and how they by
using different phrasing invite (or not invite) the other group mem-
bers to participate in the discussion. To open up or close down a
discussion is by Bakhtin (1981) referred to as the ‘dialogicity of the
voices’.

The instrument used here for analyzing the dialogicity was devel-
oped by Fairclough (2003). Fairclough bases his theory and
method on the Russian philosopher and semiotician Bakhtin, who
wrote influential works of literary and rhetorical theory. Funda-
mental in Bakhtin’s theory of dialogicity are the concepts ‘utter-
ance’ and ‘voice’. He argued that a certain meaning is not imbed-
ded in the isolated utterance, but instead comes to light by studying
the relationship between several utterances. According to Bakhtin,
the explication of a dialogue should begin with dialogicity: “the ut-
terance is filled with dialogic overtones” (Bakhtin, 1986, p. 92).
The concern with dialogicity surfaces everywhere in Bakhtin’s writ-
ings. Holquist, who has analysed and interpreted the writings of
Bakhtin, states with reference to Bakhtin: “a word, discourse, lan-
guage or culture undergoes ‘dialogization’ and ‘Undialogized lan-
guage is authoritative or absolute” (Holquist, 1981, p. 427).

The instrument developed by Fairclough (2003) and which is used
in this analysis, consists of a scale of dialogicity where the linguistic
expressions are listed from ‘most dialogical’ to ‘least dialogical’, see
Figure 4. The scale of dialogicity can be discussed and developed
further in order to provide more thorough information on the dia-
logicity. In its present format, however, the instrument suits the
purpose of this analysis and provides a first look into the dialogues
and the issue of dialogicity.
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Figure 4. ‘Scale of dialogicity’

Attribute, quote Most dialogical
Modalized assertion |
Non-modalized assertion 1
Assumption Least dialogical

Assumptions are considered by Fairclough to be the least dialogical
utterances, e.g. just by speaking about the global market you pre-
suppose there is a global market. “What is ‘said’ in a text is ‘said’
against the background of what is ‘unsaid’, but taken as given”
(Fairclough, 2003 p. 40). To contest an assumption means contest-
ing something considered to be generally accepted. This is not done
without risking a conflict, of cognitive or social nature.

Next to assumptions, in the scale of dialogicity, are non-modalized
assertions, e.g. “The dump should be located...’, in comparison to
the modalized assertion ‘I think the dump should be located...’, -
the latter considered fairly dialogical. Non-modalized assertions do
not invite the other group members to participate in the discussion
to the same extent as the modalized assertions. Non-modalized as-
sertions present a firm opinion while modalized assertions leave
scope for alternative interpretations by clearly indicating that it is a
personal interpretation.

Most dialogical according to Fairclough is the direct quote, since it
is not connected to the individual who utters it but to a ‘neutral’
text. This makes it possible for the interlocutors to contest or dis-
cuss the contribution, since a quote is non-attached to the sender of
the contribution and is not face-threatening for her or the con-
tester.

Two groups and their dialogues

The interest in analyzing the dialogues with respect to dialogicity
emanates from Wertsch’s critical analysis of what the new web
based media bring about in dialogues, but also from a wish to un-
derstand more about the dynamics that operate within the dia-
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logues. In the following excerpts the contributions are analysed
with the instrument developed by Fairclough (2003), see Figure 4
above. The excerpts were translated from Swedish, all names are
pseudonyms.

Group A is composed of the following members:

Valerie; female student; 26 years old, no information about paren-
tal educational attainments, linguistic background or country of
birth. However, in the evaluation she states that Swedish is not her
mother tongue

Fredrik; male student, 22 years old, no information about linguistic
background, country of birth or parental educational attainments.

Martin; male student, 38 years old, speaking Swedish at home,
born in Sweden, parents with university education

Erika; female student, 20 years old, speaking Swedish at home,
born in Sweden, parents with upper secondary school education

Chantavit; male student, 23 years old, speaking Swedish at home,
not born in Sweden, parents with nine-year compulsory school
education

Group B is composed of the following members:
Emma; female student, 19 years old, no information on linguistic
background, country of birth or parental educational attainments

Patrik; male student, 22 years old, speaking Swedish at home, born
in Sweden, parents with university education

Vlado; male student, 33 years old, speaking another language than
Swedish at home, not born in Sweden, parents with upper secon-

dary school education

Sofia; female student, 23 years old, speaking Swedish at home,
born in Sweden, parents with university education
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Malin; female student, 30 years old, no information on linguistic
background, country of birth or parental educational attainments

The initial parts of the two discussions

Group A

In the dialogue below one can see how Valerie opens up for the
other group members’ points of view with the modalized expres-
sions ‘If I understood...’, ‘From what it appears...” and ‘I suggest'.
By using such expressions she shows that she recognizes different
ways of interpreting the text she refers to. The second part of the
contribution, starting with ‘First of all...’, is less dialogical. Valerie
makes several categorical, non-modalized assertions, e.g. ‘it will
then be easier...’ and ‘Secondly it is cheaper and easier...’ which
leave little room for other interpretations. Next to assumptions,
such assertions are the least dialogical form of utterance.

Excerpt 7.

The dump [ New |

2004-10-15 13:20 by Valerie Brehonnet

Ok, I start.

If T understood everything correctly from the articles the alter-

natives we got are: Mossheden or Allingviken.

From what it appears from the articles I suggest putting the
new dump at Allingviken.

First of all, it is close to the present dump and central refuse. It
will then be easier for transport and to handle the waste gener-
ally. Secondly it is cheaper and easier because the municipality
already owns the land.

So there will be no new roads to build, no protests will be
received from the landowner or the inhabitants. According to
MOVAB:s investigation it will be much cheaper (half the price).

The replies that come from Fredrik and Martin are fairly undia-
logical, with non-modalized assertive statements, like in Fredrik’s
contribution; ‘there is no reason...’ and ‘ The risk with Mossheden
is of course...’, and in Martin’s contribution ‘7 persist...” and ‘Fur-
thermore it is economically advantageous’. In addition, exclama-
tion marks are used to reinforce the statements. However, I would
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like to point to the final part of Martin’s contribution, where he in
a more dialogical manner opens up for contributions from the
other group members, by the use of some modalized expressions,
‘Mossheden, I feel, in this situation...’ and ‘ Furthermore it feels...

Excerpt 8.
Re: The dump [ Agree ]
2004-10-15 14:32 by Fredrik Lundgren

I agree that the best alternative would be Allingviken! there is

no reason to start ‘making a mess’ in another place! If the bay is
just developed in the right way, so all leak water goes through
the water purification plant and does not enter the bay and
harms the nature I see no great danger with that!

The risk with Mossheden is of course if the leak water pene-
trates down to the groundwater and contaminates it. Something
similar that happened at the ridge of Halland a couple of years
ago!

Excerpt 9.
Re: The dump [ Agree ]
2004-10-15 17:04 by Martin Rask
I agree and at first sight of the material I persist that the best al-
ternative for the location of the new central refuse ought to be in

Allingviken.

What speaks in favour of Allingviken is the existing infra-
structure there, roads, the nearness to sewage treatment plant,
incineration etc.

Furthermore it is economically advantageous. A question to
sort out is how much the fauna in Allingviken actually is af-
fected.

Mossheden, I feel, in this situation is a very expensive alterna-
tive.
Furthermore it feels that the issue of the conditions of the

ground is a bit unsafe from an environmental aspect.
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Group B

Emma starts the discussion, just as Valerie did in group A, by de-
scribing the task. She starts with some modalized expressions such
as ‘is maybe not ...” as well as ‘I think...” and ... the existing dump
does not seem...” which open up the dialogue by the recognition of
other opinions. A few non-modalized assertions then follow, which
are less dialogical. However, by ending the contribution with a
question, she opens up the dialogue again.

Excerpt 10.

The handling of waste [ New |
2004-10-15 10:05 by Emma Ekstrom

The long-term problem is probably not only Where to place the
dump. I think we also have to focus a bit on how to handle the
waste in the best possible way. As it looks today the existing
dump does not seem to utilize all the possibilities there are to re-
duce the waste. The remaining cinders on the dump after com-
bustion can be e.g. used as gravel for, among other things, con-
struction of roads. By this you have only two percent left of the
cinders at the dump. This can lead to the dump not needing to
be expanded in the future?

The reply by Patrik to Emma, see Excerpt 11 below, is supportive
of Emma’s suggestions, and he continues in a dialogical manner
similar to the way she ended her contribution, with assertions
imbedded in questions. The last sentence of Patrik’s contribution is
an assertion, but he opens up for other interpretations by the initial
phrase of the sentence; * Well, one can put it that way...’
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Excerpt 11.
Re: The handling of waste [ Build |
2004-10-16 11:19 by Patrik Strand
Yes, it’s clearly a good idea to do as you suggest. But what im-
pact does it have on the environment putting dross in road-
construction? Or is it better to do that than put it at de-
posit??

Well, one can put it that way and say that the dross is like de-
posit at road-constructions, but without the leach water going

through the purification plant.

Vlado below continues in a likewise dialogic manner, using modal-
ized expressions and toning down expressions in almost every sen-
tence, such as ‘/ think...’ and ‘I don’t know...’.

Excerpt 12.

Re: The handling of waste [ Build |
2004-10-16 18:55 by Vlado Krstevski

I think that they already now use dross at road-constructions.
What one can do is to find out more about the risks with put-
ting dross on the roads and to what extent it is used. I don’t
know if it is possible to contact the National Road Administra-
tion or if there is a web site to use and find out more about it. I
will see what I can do.

The final part of the two discussions

Are the characteristics of the groups with respect to how they in-
vite the other group members to the discussion stable? Is the low
respectively high level of dialogicity in the initial stages of group A
and B’s discussions maintained, and if so, is there any difference
between the groups in how they reach a conclusion with respect to
the task? Can any such difference be related to the level of dia-
logicity of each group? In the following we will look at a section
that is close to the end of the discussion in the two groups.
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Group A

This part of the discussion is initiated in a dialogical manner, with
modalized assertions: ‘As I have understood it ‘¢, ‘But I don’t think
and ‘1t feels’ by Fredrik. The following contributions are to a much
lesser extent dialogical, presenting only non-modalized assertions.

Excerpt 13

Re: The dump
2004-10-18 11:21 by Fredrik Lundgren

As I have understood it we shall choose between the 2 alterna-
tives. But I don’t think it is much of a choice, rather it feels
quite evident to place it in Allingviken.

Valerie starts off her reply to Fredrik with several non-modalized
assertions but ends it with a question, and she herself, comes back
to the discussion with a conclusion (see Excerpt 14 & 15).

Excerpt 14.

Re: The dump [ Agree ]
2004-10-18 12:32 by Valerie Brehonnet

To answer your question I think the only particular problem
with Allingviken is the leak water. The rest, gas, metals and so
on is a problem wherever we decide to locate the dump. Thus,
pollution of the sea occurs only at Allingviken, our choice. We
have to figure out something safe that states if it’s possible to
avoid it. As I wrote before there is already a similar dump near
Landskrona and there they have technical solutions that makes
the leak water to not enter into the sea. Can the sea be polluted
by something else than leak water?

Excerpt 15.

Re: The dump [ Conclude |
2004-10-18 12:42 by Valerie Brehonnet

Then we have our solution. If you look at the map that we got
with the articles, Allingviken is a bit further away from the birds,
they are by the sandbanks in the sea. Then they will not be
harmed in their area...
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Fredrik ends this part of the discussion with non-modalized asser-
tions, which he reinforces with exclamation marks.

Excerpt 16.

Re: The dump [ Build]

2004-10-18 12:45 by Fredrik Lundgren

But this is exactly the same location as the Spillepeng it is also
situated in a bay. There is no problem with leak water getting
into the sea! There can also be a problem with water at
Mossheden if the leak water or other pollution gets down to the
ground water, then all drinking water and all streams and
lakes will be polluted!

Group B

This part of the discussion is started by Patrik. He comes with sev-
eral modalized assertions, and tones down his utterances in a num-
ber of ways: ‘I really don’t know...’, ‘I don’t know...’, ‘I don’t
think...’; and ‘maybe...’. The replies come from both Sofia and
Vlado, who continue in the same dialogical manner, with plenty of
modalized assertions, toning down expressions, but few or no sug-
gestions.

Excerpt 17

Dredging [ New |
2004-10-20 10:17 by Patrik Strand

I really don’t know what to say, don’t find anything interesting
about this on the Net. What I mean is that when you fill the
dump in the water some alterations occur (possibly) and this
could be adjusted by digging in the sea bottom. This was done
when the Oresund bridge was built with a very good result.
However I don’t know if this is costly, but I don’t think one
needs to do so much because the dump is not gigantic as the
Pepparholm became [an artificial island between Denmark and
Sweden (my comments)] + other constructions. And if one has a
large recycling plant like the one we seem to focus on maybe the
area decreases further and it can be an area one can use for a

long time as the deposit decreases.
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The reply from Sofia is continuously dialogic ‘It seems...’, ‘I
think... and ‘If you know’ .

Excerpt 18

Re: Dredging [ Agree |

2004-10-20 21:29 by Sofia Svensson

Then I'm with you. It seems to be the best suggestion and the

best solution to the problem with the water flow. I think we
should decide on this solution and try to find out how to ac-
complish it. If you know just about how they did it by the
bridge we go for it.

Vlado replies in a likewise dialogic manner with several toning
down expressions and modalized expressions; ‘I have no knowl-
edge, ‘One issue I thought about...”, ‘ My suggestion is..." and ends
with a question, ‘Or what do you think?

Excerpt 19

Re: Dredging | Organize |

2004-10-20 22:27 by Vlado Krstevski

I have no knowledge what so ever about dredging but it sound
good to me.

One issue I thought about was that we constantly return to the
cost for our different solutions that we have proposed. I mean
that none of us has any idea on what a project like this cost, if
one is more expensive than another and vice versa. My sugges-
tion is that we instead concentrate on what is the best solution
from an environmental aspect and go from there when we make
our choice of location and construction of our dump. Or what
do you think?
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Sofia replies to Vlado with the same type of modalized assertions,
and ends likewise with a question, ‘haven’r we?’

Excerpt 20

Re: Dredging [ Agree |

2004-10-20 22:36 by Sofia Svensson

I totally agree. We have decided on Allingviken I reckon so that
is done. I think we should focus on how one can do it as effi-
cient as possible instead of getting stuck on costs. We have
agreed that the environment is more important than the eco-
nomical issues, haven’t we?

Summary

The two groups start off their respective discussions in a similar
manner, by Valerie in group A and by Emma in group B. They
both open up with dialogical modalized assertions, but while
Emma ends her contribution with a question, Valerie ends hers
with some non-modalized assertions. The replies to Emma are
likewise dialogical with plenty of questions, modalized assertions
and toning down words, while the replies to Valerie are expressed
in a similar manner as the final part of her first contribution: non-
dialogical, with plenty of non-modalized assertions.

The two groups show different levels of dialogicity throughout the
discussions. Group A, with low dialogicity in the main part of the
discussion, involves few members of the group. This low level of
activity from the rest of the members was already seen in the SNA
analysis. Fredrik reflects over this in a mid-sequence of the discus-
sion not shown here, where he exclaims ‘we have ro get a discus-
sion started here now so that something happens! Everybody has
something to contribute! On the other hand, already at the start of
the discussion the group comes up with suggestions of where to lo-
cate the central refuse disposal plant. The group continues the dis-
cussion on the Net, and the remaining part of the discussion con-
cerns the report which they collaboratively write on the Net.

The discussion of group B continues in the same manner as in the
beginning, a dialogue that invites the group members, with many
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modalized assertions, questions and toning down expressions.
However, the discussion does not contain many suggestions. The
suggestions that do come up are mainly recommendations of links,
literature and other resources where they can find more informa-
tion. Not until after more than five days does the group agree on
choosing Allingviken as the location of the central refuse disposal
plant. More group members than in group A participate in the dis-
cussion. They decide to not proceed with the discussion on the Net,
but to compile the report in a face-to-face meeting.

In conclusion, to return to Wertsch’s concern about the dialogicity
in computer mediated discussions, we can here see two groups with
clearly different levels of dialogicity. Considering the variation
which we observed, it follows that general assumptions cannot be
made with respect to the dialogicity of discussions on the Net in
the frame of the NMS teacher training course. One of the group’s
discussions was characterized by contributions which invited the
other group members to participate in the discussion, while the
other discussion’s contributions consisted of very few such direct
‘invitations’ to the other group members.

The group showing a low level of dialogicity (group A) involved
few members in the discussion, but on the other hand the group
managed to reach a rapid conclusion. The straightforward asser-
tions seemed to correspond to a quicker work pace. The group
members also succeeded to compile the report on the Net. In other
words, the group’s perception of the task seemed above all to be
focused on the product.

The group showing a high level of dialogicity (group B) involved
more members in the discussion, but it took them several days to
reach a decision concerning where to place the central refuse dis-
posal plant. They did not choose to compile the report on the Net,
and instead they decided to meet face-to-face to finish the task. In
other words, this group’s approach seemed above all focused on
process and quality of interaction.
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It can be debated whether the different characteristics of the dis-
cussions above and the final results were consequences of a dis-
course partly created in the initial phase of the discussion. Would
the individual group member have the same tendencies of inviting
or not inviting other group members to the discussion in another
group setting, or if the opening contributions had taken another
form? In any event, it is interesting to observe the striking variation
in how the discussions proceed. We can reflect over the impact of
the different group members' ways of carrying the dialogue for-
ward on who gets involved, how they present their ideas, and how
they refer and reply to each other. This is an area of research where
few studies have been undertaken, and I am convinced further re-
search on this topic would add valuable information about com-
munication and interaction. The issue of dialogicity has been taken
up here; other qualities of the discussions will be taken up in the
following chapter.
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RESULTS

Analysis of symbolic capital and expressions of power in
CSCL

The messages posted by the teacher students on the Group Forum
of the course are analysed according to expressions of power in
two steps. In the first analysis, the 2077 messages from all 147 stu-
dents are analysed irrespective of group, while in the second analy-
sis the messages are analysed with respect to group composition.
Both analyses consist of descriptive and statistical analyses. The
messages are coded as expressing dominance or subordination us-
ing quantitative and qualitative indicators as presented in the chap-
ter on Methods. The coded data is then correlated to the parame-
ters of symbolic capital, in order to illuminate the research ques-
tions, (see in chapter Group work, power and communication
technology).

To answer the question What patterns of communication express-
ing power are found in the dialogues and in what ways are these
related ro students’ symbolic capital?, the presence of expressions
of power is investigated by observing features in the material that
signify:

- Dominance/subordination with respect to quantitative communi-
cation space;

- Dominance/subordination with respect to verbal expressions.

The indicators are specified in Figures 5 & 6.
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Figure 5. Indicators of dominance with respect to quantitative

communication space

Number of contributions
Number of contributions per individual

Length of contribution
Number of words per contribution per individual

Total number of words
Total number of words per individual

Initiated discussion threads
An individual’s share of the in-group initiated discussion
threads (%)

Figure 6. Indicators of dominance/subordination with respect to

style of communication and use of specific verbal expressions

Agreement
(Percentage of an individual’s contributions
containing one or more agreement remarks)

Disagreement
(Percentage of an individual’s contributions
containing one or more disagreement remarks)

Request for input
(Percentage of an individual’s contributions
containing one or more requests for input)

Toning down
(Percentage of an individual’s contributions
containing one or more toning down words/expressions)
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Taking the floor; dominance of communication space

Taking the floor through quantity

Number of contributions

The 147 students sent altogether 2077 postings over a period of
two weeks, which gives an average of 14 contributions per person.

Diagram 1. Distribution of Number of contributions
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Number of Contributions

Students

The number of contributions sent by the individual student varied
considerably — from 1 to §5. All students sent at least one contribu-
tion, while some more than 50, which means that such students
sent an average of 5-6 contributions per day.

Words per contribution

The average length per contribution also varied greatly between
students, from 17 to 309 words. A contribution was on average 71
words long, approximately four rows of text, but the great range
of variation is more interesting. A short contribution typically
comprised 1-2 sentences, whereas a long contribution could fill a
whole A4 page.
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Diagram 2. Distribution of Length of contribution
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Diagrams 1 & 2 show how differently the students contributed to
the discussions with respect to number of contributions and the
length of contributions. These diagrams also give an indication of
the type of discussions that were going on. The dialogues were
characterized both by sequences that resembled oral conversation,
with a large number of short fragmentary sentences, as well as by
sequences that were long and wordy, and of a monological type.
Students sending numerous contributions tended to send on aver-
age shorter contributions. The students that sent the shortest con-
tributions, for example, belonged to the absolute top with respect
to number of contributions, while the students sending the longest
contributions were among the students who sent the fewest mes-
sages. This pattern is confirmed by the statistical analyses, which
demonstrate a significantly negatively correlated relationship be-
tween number of contributions and length of contributions. Ex-
cerpt 19 below demonstrates one of many discussions consisting of
numerous but short contributions. The group consisted of five
members, three females, and two males. The excerpt below, as well
as the following excerpts, is translated from Swedish, all names are
pseudonyms.
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Excerpt 21. An example of a group discussion

Waste out in space Yksel P
Re: Waste out in space Angelika R
Re: Waste out in space Maria B

Re: Waste out in space Angelika R

Re: Waste out in space Maria B

Re: Waste out in space Yksel P

Waste out in space [ New |
2004-10-18 10:28 by Yksel Petrovski
I would love to send waste out in space but because of the ex-

pense I realize that it’s impossible in the near future

Re: Waste out in space

2004-10-18 11:00 by Angelika Rosberg

Yes I agree with you about... how far out is space??
Re: Waste out in space | Build |

2004-10-18 11:04 by Maria Bergsten

Yeah, and then we can live on Mars!

Re: Waste out in space
2004-10-18 11:17 by Angelika Rosberg
it sounds quite absurd or

Re: Waste out in space [ Agree |

2004-10-18 11:19 by Maria Bergsten

It probably is yes

Re: Waste out in space [ Build |

2004-10-18 16:11 by Yksel Petrovski

universe is big so we have a lot of space for our waste. But un-

fortunately reality doesn’t allow us.

Total number of words

As the two variables Number of contributions and Length of con-
tribution are negatively correlated, there was need for an addi-
tional variable that displayed the total quantitative space a student
occupied. This variable is Toral number of words in a student’s to-
tal number of contributions. In this respect, the number of words
the students sent varied from 27 to 3790, meaning that the most
talkative student occupied almost 150 times as much space as the
least talkative student.
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Diagram 3. Distribution of Total number of words
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Initiating discussion threads

To take an initiative, that is to start a discussion, may be seen as an
indicator of dominance. The student does not wait for others to
bring a subject into the discussion but starts it him/herself. The
ideas and opinions of such a student will probably be in focus and
the student’s contributions will thus get responses from other stu-
dents. The variable Initiating discussion threads describes the share
of a group’s discussion threads an individual student initiates. Al-
most one fourth of the students (33) did not initiate any discussion
threads at all.

Diagram 4. Distribution of Initiation of discussion thread
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The average number of discussion threads was 14 threads per
group. In eight groups, one student initiated more than 50 % per-
cent of the threads. In two of these groups one student initiated
‘all’ the discussion threads, however, these two groups started only
one respectively two discussion threads. Although it does give a
rough indication, the number of discussion threads a group starts
during a discussion does not give a complete picture of the level of
activity. Initiating discussion threads is a way of structuring the
discussion, and some groups preferred not to use this tool; instead
they proceeded with their discussions in long ‘uncut’ threads, while
other groups used plenty of shorter discussion threads. However,
the students who initiated a large share of the discussion threads
also tended to be active with respect to number of contributions
and the total number of words.

Taking the floor through style of expression

The analysis of how the communication space was used by the stu-
dents suggests that students demonstrated at least two different
communication styles; many and short messages vs. fewer but
longer contributions. The analysis further indicates a need to ana-
lyse the various verbal expressions used, in order to study the
qualities of the contributions in relation to dominance/subordina-
tion. Earlier research offers a number of categories for such analy-
sis. The choice of Agreement, Disagreement, Request for input, and
Toning down words as analytical concepts was discussed earlier
(for a more thorough description see chapter on Method). These
analytical concepts can be grouped according to function in the fol-
lowing way: Expressions of valuation; agreement and disagree-
ment, and Expressions of directing the dialogue; requests for input
and toning down words.

Toning down words are an indicator of subordination, on the one
hand, but also indicate a willingness to consider the input of other
students, and therefore help direct the content, social balance and
communication style adopted in the dialogues.
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In the following, the occurrence of dominance and subordination is
analysed by means of these conversational cues and verbal expres-
sions. The uses of these verbal expressions are illustrated by some
excerpts from the discussions in my study.

Agreements

The students used a great number of expressions of agreement.
Almost thirty percent of the contributions contained agreements
(approx. 600 messages). The variation between individual students
was substantial. Thirteen students (nine females and four males)
did not offer any agreement remarks at all, whereas one student
(male) included such remarks in every message.

Excerpt 22. Examples of expressions of agreement by two stu-
dents, males, 20 years respectively 24 years old

Re: the dump [ Agree ]
2004-10-18 07:53 by Patrik N Sund

I agree with Tom that a possible placement of the dump
should be in Allingviken. The economical side can be, just as
Tom says, devastating. A road construction to Mossheden will
surely cost millions and it will take a long time to finish it.

Re: the dump [ Build |
2004-10-18 18:34 by Christer Ahl

I agree with Tom and Patrik’s placement of the dump. Another
issue to take into consideration regarding Mossheden, is that an ex-
cavation of the moss will be probable which will be time-consuming.
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Disagreements

Expressions of disagreement were much less common than expres-
sions of agreement. Disagreement remarks occurred in only twelve
percent of the postings. The use of disagreement remarks also var-
ied greatly between individuals, as many as 43 students never made
any disagreement remarks at all! At the other extreme is a student,
who in 57 percent of his contributions used disagreement remarks
towards fellow group members’ contributions.

Excerpt 23. An example of expression of disagreement by a stu-
dent, male, 38 years old

Re: All-embracing dialogue — Discussion thread [ Question |
2004-10-21 13:18 by Anders Persson

Why this should be better for the environment, I wonder. The
only advantage for the environment would probably be that we
don’t need to see the rubbish.

Requests for input

Every fourth message held some kind of request for other students
to contribute to the discussion or to answer a question. Even if
such requests were common, the use varied considerably between
students. Nineteen students included requests in half or more of
their messages, while thirty-one students never asked for input.
There was a positive significant correlation between requesting for
input and number of contributions as well as total number of
words. Those students frequently requesting for the others’ input
were also active in the discussions by quantitative measures. Those
students rarely requesting for the others’ input were less active in
the discussions.
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Excerpt 24. Examples of requests for input and questions by one
female and one male student, both 19 years old

Re: Circulation/recycling [ Agree |
2004-10-15 14:57 by Jessika Salén

I totally agree with what you’re saying. Not all adults have the
knowledge they ought to have about this issue.

However, how are we going to solve the problem for the aged
and the sick? Many of them don’t manage to go with their card-
board boxes and newspapers and sort it. Neither does everyone
know someone that can help them. Should one maybe make the
refuse lorry to fetch it at their place? It is not an enormous
amount of sorted waste we are talking about here, the refuse lorry
should in that case fetch the waste, and there is no need for any
reconstruction of the lorries. Or, how should we solve this
problem? Come up with suggestions!

The more we recycle the lesser space we need for the dump.

Re: Circulation/recycling [ Build |
2004-10-15 15:03 by Benny Nord Jonsson

In the US, they do exactly what you’re talking about, they fetch
the waste at home, but they do it for everybody there... It would
be the best thing, to fetch it at the house.

But then it is important to establish certain rules and standards so
that those who actually can bring the waste themselves do not
take advantage of it, to put it in other words, being lazy.

I wonder if that wouldn’t be the best suggestion, or are there
other alternatives?

Toning down words

Words or expressions used to tone down what is said were used
extensively by the students. In my study more than 50 % of the
contributions contained this kind of expressions. Eight students
used toning down expressions in every contribution, whereas three
students never used them. There was a positive significant correla-
tion between use of toning down words and /length of contribu-
tions. Students who used a large number of toning down
words/expressions also tended to write long contributions. Part of
the explanation to the correlation between numerous toning down
words and long contributions is that a politeness word or expres-
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sion often implies the adding of words to a phrase that could have
been said with fewer words. However, this is probably not the
whole explanation.

Excerpt 25. An example of use of toning down words by a stu-
dent, male, 23 years old

Re: The dump [ Build ]
2004-10-14 14:01 by Adam Onnerstrom

could be a solution — but don’t know for sure — you mean that
one should direct the stream so they are not obstructed. I think it
is difficult to direct streams without any consequences. But I
don’t know, as I said, for sure. It is maybe feasible to build some
kind of system that makes it possible to get the kind of circulation
of the water that is needed. In any case it should be practicable to
lessen the harm on the environment in some way./Adam

The present thesis does not further investigate correlations between
groups of individuals within the categories described above, or
look into the issue whether individuals using a particular type of
conversational cue or other indicators of dominance/submission
also use any of the verbal expressions investigated here. Such rela-
tionships would be interesting to observe, and may be the focus of
future research.

Ways of dominating a discussion

As indicated above, there are different ways of dominating a dis-
cussion. In the CSCL context, the only communication channel
available is mediated through the words (and figures or symbols)
produced on the screen. Domination or subordination may be
manifested in many ways, both in the ways people express them-
selves and how they take part in the dialogue. The four variables
concerning the occupation of a ‘quantitative’ space point to the cir-
cumstances that the students used various strategies for taking their
share of the communication. Some students seem to have waited
for others to take the initiative, thus not risking sticking out their
nose too far, whereas other students daringly threw themselves out
on the Net. Further, the great variation in number of contributions
as well as in number of words is remarkable. It seems as if very dif-
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ferent strategies or communication styles are present. Are some of
these indications of dominance and power structures?

As we have seen above there is a relationship between many and
short contributions, on the one hand, and fewer but longer contri-
butions, on the other. What is then the best ‘strategy’ for domi-
nance? Is it to send many contributions? Or to send many words?
A plausible suggestion may be that long contributions are a mani-
festation of power. It may be seen as adapting a power style of
communication (see Barrett & Lally, 1999; McConnell, 1997). On
the other hand, possible domination of the communication space
may also be reached by a mass of more or less informal talk. The
social dynamics of the dialogue may provide a clearer picture. To
start a thread in the discussion means to take an initiative, and to
point to what the author of the contribution considers of interest.
It may be seen as exercising power. Many such initiatives are likely
to give the students a central position, with many following contri-
butions referring to the start of the thread. The results presented
above show that the initiative is fairly evenly spread among most
of the students, but that more than twenty percent never took such
initiatives. There was a positive correlation between the share of
initiated discussion threads on the one hand, and number of con-
tributions on the other, as well as to total number of words. Those
initiating a great share of the discussion threads also showed a
greater activity with respect to number of contributions and total
number of words, and vice versa.

With respect to verbal expressions, the dialogues on the whole
were characterized by students recognizing other students by send-
ing agreements, requesting for input, and by the use of toning
down words, while disagreements were much less frequent. Almost
thirty percent of the contributions contained agreement remarks,
while less than ten percent of the students never expressed any
agreements. The opposite is true for disagreement remarks; on av-
erage only twelve percent of the contributions contained disagree-
ments of any kind, and almost one third of the students never con-
tested the statements of fellow group members. The students fre-
quently asked for input from fellow students. In almost a quarter

102



of the contributions, a request for input could be observed, some-
times by simply urging the others to contribute. Nevertheless, as
many as one fifth of the students never requested other students to
contribute. Considering such variation, how shall we best charac-
terize the dialogues? Might they be described as open and suppor-
tive, forming a communication climate, where students acted in
order to build knowledge together, and some of them took the re-
sponsibility of driving the discussion towards the goal - a joint
group report? The frequent use of toning down words would in
this interpretation not be seen as a sign of subordination, but
rather understood as a culturally founded strategy, like the use of
agreements and, as discussed earlier in relation to Goffman’s con-
cept of face, as a social lubricant for avoiding conflict and promot-
ing a smooth discussion.

Communication space and students’ symbolic capital

After having described this overall picture, the question rises of
how the results are related to students’ symbolic capital. In this sec-
tion, the coded verbal expressions are correlated to the parameters
defining symbolic capital: sex, age, language spoken at home,
country of birth and parental educational attainments. The follow-
ing statistical analysis seeks to answer the question if dominance is
related to these background variables.

Sex

No significant statistical relationships were found between the
mean values of males and females and any of the parameters of
communication space when the entire group of students was con-
sidered, neither between sex and the quantitative variables of
communication space nor between sex and any of the verbal ex-
pressions examined in the study. The communication space seems
to be shared fairly equally between the sexes. Nevertheless, some
numerical differences were found between males and females with
respect to quantitative communication space.

Female students were found to, on average, send more words than

male students (940 respectively 804 words/person). There is also a
small tendency visible of different communication styles between
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males and females, with females producing on the average more
contributions than male students (15 respectively 13 contribu-
tions/person), whereas male students produced longer contribu-
tions than female students (77 respectively 68 words/contribution).
The difference is small and not significantly proven. Nevertheless,
male students were overrepresented (46 % compared to the cohort
which consists of 37 % males) among those students sending very
few contributions (five or less).

Table 19. Sex and quantitative communication space

Sex No. of Words per Tot. no. Init. disc.
contr. contr.  of words threads

M Mean 13 77 804 19
N 54 54 54 54

F Mean 15 68 940 20
N 93 93 93 93

Tot Mean 14 71 890 20
N 147 147 147 147

Male students expressed slightly more agreements: 32 % of male
postings compared to 28 % of female postings. There was a small
tendency visible for females to express more agreements to males
than to females (44 % respectively 56 %), which diverges from the
overall gender distribution of 37 % males and 63 % females.
Males directed their agreements more evenly, and gave 38 % of
their agreements to males and 62 % to females, which corresponds
to the overall gender distribution of respondents. Generally there is
very little difference between females and males regarding dis-
agreements (12 % respectively 14 % of postings), request for input
(23 % respectively 20 %), and toning down words (55 % respec-
tively 56 %).
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Table 20. Sex and verbal expressions

Sex Percentage of contributions with

Agree Disagree Request Tone down
input

M Mean 32 14 20 56
N 54 54 54 54
F Mean 28 12 23 5SS
N 93 93 93 93
Total Mean 30 12 22 55
N 147 147 147 147

Most of the earlier research, referred to in the chapters Working in
groups and Group work, power and communication technology,
showed that male students, students from a linguistic majority
background, and students from an academic family background
tended to quantitatively dominate net based discussions. But what
happens if the male student is from a minority background with
respect to mother tongue and the female student is from the major-
ity culture? Which of them then takes up most communication
space? In the following analyses of communication space with re-
spect to age, parental educational attainments, language spoken at
home, and country of birth the variable sex is added in the second
part of the analysis, after the individual background variable has
first been tested alone.

Age

A significant relationship was found between age and Initiating
discussion thread. Older students initiated more discussion threads
than younger students. For descriptive purposes, the ages of the
students are grouped into age-groups in Tables 21 & 22 below.
The age groups are later used in the analysis where age is tested in
combination with the variable sex.
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Table 21. Quantitative communication space with respect to
age

Age No. of Words per Tot. no. Init. disc.
contr. contr. of words threads

<25 Mean 12 76 807 17
N 83 83 83 83

=>25 Mean 17 66 1022 24
N 62 62 62 62

Total Mean 14 72 899 20
N 145 145 145 145

A significant relationship was also found between age and toning
down words. Older students used less toning down words in the
discussions.

Table 22. Verbal expressions with respect to age

Age Percentage of contributions with
Agree  Disagree Request Tone
input down
<25 Mean 31 13 21 60
N 83 83 83 83
=>25 Mean 29 11 24 50
N 62 62 62 62
Total Mean 30 12 22 56
N 145 145 145 145

Female students 25 years of age and over sent considerably more
contributions (18 compared to 15, 13 respectively 11 contribu-
tions/person) and more words (1145 compared to 780, 799 respec-
tively 819 words/person) than the other categories of students (see
Table 37, Appendix III). However, the relationships are not statis-
tically significant.
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With respect to verbal expressions, a significant relationship was
found between age in combination with sex and toning down
words. Younger males used toning down words in 63 % of their
contributions, while older male students used them on average in
only 45 % of their contributions (see Table 38, Appendix III).

Parental educational attainments

In a vast majority of earlier research on class, it was shown that
socio-economic background plays an important role in formal
school situations. Similar relationships were found in studies on
working life, where power structures proved to be biased both with
respect to sex as well as to class. The data in my study indicates a
difference between students with different parental backgrounds
regarding how much quantitative communication space they oc-
cupy. Students with less-educated parents sent on one hand on av-
erage shorter (54 words/contribution) contributions and occupied
fewer words (576 words in total/person), in comparison with stu-
dents with university-educated parents (76 words/contribution re-
spectively 906 words in total/person), on the other hand the initi-
ated the highest share of discussion threads (23 respectively 19 %).
However, the observed relationships are not statistically signifi-
cant. Also, there are few (only ten) students who have parents with
the lowest levels of parental educational attainments (nine-year
compulsory school). Today, close to 100 % of the school-leavers in
Sweden continue to Upper secondary school (The Swedish Na-
tional Agency for Education, 2009).

Noteworthy is that students whose parents have upper secondary

school as their highest level of educational attainments sent on av-
erage most number of contributions and most words.
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Table 23. Parental educational attainments and variables of
quantitative communication space

Parental educa- No. of Words Tot. Init. disc.
tional attain- contr. per  no. of threads
ments contr. words (%)
Nine-
L Mean 12 54 576 23
comp. school
N 10 10 10 10
d
Upper secondary 15 73 1109 21
school
N 38 38 38 38
. it
University Mean 14 76 906 19
N 67 67 67 67
Total
ot Mean 14 73 944 20
N 115 115 115 115

No significant relationship was found between the educational at-
tainments of parents and the use of the verbal indicators of domi-
nation/subordination that were investigated: agreement remarks,
disagreement remarks, requests for input, and toning down words.
A certain numerical difference is found between students whose
parents have low levels of education, and students whose parents
have the highest levels of education with respect to agreement re-
marks and toning down words. Students with low parental educa-
tional attainments gave fewer expressions of agreement in com-
parison to students with high parental educational attainments (24
% respectively 31 % of their contributions contained agreements).
The opposite relationship applies to toning down words, with 59
% respectively 55 % of the contributions containing toning down
words.
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Table 24. Parental educational attainments and verbal expres-
sions

Parental Percentage of contributions with
educational Agree Disagree Request Tone
attainments input lex
Nine-year Mean 24 10 21 59
comp. school

N 10 10 10 10
Upper secon-

Mean 33 12 24 57
dary school

N 38 38 38 38
Uni it

Ve Mean 31 12 23 55

N 67 67 67 67
Total Mean 31 12 23 56

N 115 115 115 115

When sex is added to the statistical analyses, a statistically signifi-
cant relationship is found with respect to quantitative communica-
tion space between male and female students whose parents have
high educational attainments. Female students whose parents had
high levels of education sent on average sixteen contributions,
while males with the same parental educational attainments sent
on average only nine contributions (see Table 39, Appendix III).

The group of students with low parental educational attainments
was very small, only ten students, of which three were males and
seven females. It is thus difficult to draw any statistical conclusions
from such a small group but, as seen in the following, certain nu-
merical differences between these students and those students
whose parents had higher educational attainments were observed.
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The research literature points out women, students with a foreign
background and students with non-academic background as being
those generally taking up least communication space in groups.
Therefore, a more thorough description has been undertaken of the
seven female students” with low parental educational attainments.
Table 25 below displays that, except for Eva O, all the seven fe-
males are below the average regarding quantitative communication
space, most noteworthy it appears regarding total number of
words. Two of these (shaded in light grey) spoke another language
than Swedish at home; they stood out even more with respect to
variables of quantitative communication space, both of them
played very secluded parts in the discussions.

Table 25. Female students whose parents had low educational at-
tainments with respect to quantitative communication space

Student Mean Value %
No. of Words per Tot. no. Init.
contr. contr. of words disc.
threads
Sofia N 12 37 444 11
Therese Q 10 47 470 100
Sofia ] 4 71 284 0
Anette N 13 25 325 31
Eva O 12 120 1440 50
Chau N” 8 32 256 13
Lejla §* 11 43 473 0
Total 10 54 527 297"
Mean of entire cohort 14 71 890 20

Regarding the seven female students with low parental educational
attainments and their use of verbal expression the picture is a bit

* All names are pseudonyms

* The group had only one discussion thread

¥ Students speaking another language than Swedish at home (no students in this group were born in
another country than Sweden).

* The results for Therese regarding Initiated discussion threads is an extreme value, when this value
is disregarded the mean value is 17.5 %.
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different in comparison to the occupancy of quantitative communi-
cation space. It is difficult to see any particular trend. Agreements
were included in their contributions to various degrees, just as
many of them used agreement remarks to similar extents or more
often as the average of the whole cohort as there were those of
them who used them to a lesser extent. Disagreement remarks were
not used at all by four of them, while most of them requested for
inputs, however, most of them requested a bit less than the average
of the cohort. Tone down words were used excessively by some of
them, in two cases in 100 respectively 92 % of their contributions.

Table 26. Female students whose parents had low educational at-
tainments with respect to verbal expressions

Student Percentage of contributions with
Agree Disagree Request Tone
input  down
Sofia N 42 0 8 50
Therese Q 0 0 20 70
Sofia ] 50 0 0 100
Anette N 15 8 15 23
Eva O 25 42 50 92
Chau N 38 13 13 63
Leijla S 9 0 9 27
Total 26 9 16 42
Mean of entire cohort 30 12 22 55

Language spoken at home and country of birth

Results from other research fields suggest correlations between pa-
rameters of dominance/subordination and whether the interlocutor
belongs to a majority or minority background. My data indicate
similar tendencies and display differences between those students
who both speak Swedish at home and are born in Sweden on the
one hand, and those students who speak another language than
Swedish at home and are not born in Sweden, on the other. Six of
eight statistically significant relationships that were found in my
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study between communication space and background variables
were related either to language spoken at home, or country of birth
(see the summary tables 35 & 36, Appendix III).

Table 27. Language spoken at home and variables of quantitative
communication space

Language No. of Words per Tot. no. Init. disc.
spoken at contr. contr. of words threads
home (%)
Swedish Mean 15 72 999 21
N 95 95 95 95
Other lang. Mean 9 72 633 15
N 23 23 23 23
Total Mean 14 72 928 20
N 118 118 118 118

The analysis displays a significant relationship between language
spoken at home and Number of contributions, alongside with To-
tal number of words. Students speaking other languages than
Swedish at home sent on average fewer contributions than students
speaking only Swedish at home (9 compared to 15 contribu-
tions/person). They also produced in total only 63 % of the total
amount of words/person, compared the students speaking only
Swedish at home. A tendency, however not statistically signifi-
cantly confirmed, of students speaking another language at home
to initiate a lower share of discussion threads was also visible (15
% compared to 21 % for students speaking Swedish at home).

By including sex into the analysis, it appeared that female students
speaking another language than Swedish at home were the cate-
gory who produced a particularly low number of words, with on
average only 594 words/person (see Table 41, Appendix III). By
contrast, male students speaking another language at home pro-
duced on average 894 words/person. Only three students belonged
to this category, and these individuals form a very disparate group
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which can be seen in Table 28 below”. We see a great dispersion
regarding all variables of quantitative communication space; the
mean value does not mirror the individuals’ contribution to the
discussion very well. Two of them send considerably longer contri-
butions than the average for the cohort, the same two students that
send considerably few contributions.

Table 28. Male students speaking another language than Swedish
at home and variables of quantitative communication space

Students Mean Value %
No. of Words per Tot. no. Init.
contr. contr. of words disc.

threads

Bojan 13 62 806 11

Steve 8 153 1224 0

Vlado 4 163 652 15

Total 8 126 894 9

Mean of entire cohort 14 71 890 20

Though not statistically significant, those speaking another lan-
guage than Swedish at home were shown to less frequently re-
quested the others’ input: only 15 % of their contributions con-
tained requests for the other group members’ input (compared to
24 % for the students who speak only Swedish at home). A signifi-
cant relationship was found between the use of toning down words
and language spoken at home: 45 % of the contributions by stu-
dents speaking another language than Swedish at home contained
toning down words, in comparison to 58 % of the contributions
by students speaking only Swedish at home.

# All names are pseudonyms
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Table 29. Language spoken at home and verbal expressions

Language Percentage of contributions with

spoken at Agree Dis- Re- Tone

home agree quest down

input

Swedish Mean (%) 31 12 24 58
N 95 95 95 95

Other lang. Mean (%) 29 12 15 45
N 23 23 23 23

Total Mean (%) 31 12 23 S5
N 118 118 118 118

An even greater dispersion can be observed when we again take a
closer look at the three male students who spoke another language
than Swedish at home, now regarding variables of verbal expres-
sions.

Table 30. Male students speaking another language than Swedish
at home and verbal expressions

Students Percentage of contributions with
Agree Disagree Request Tone
input down
Bojan 23 8 31 69
Steve 62 25 50 88
Vlado 50 0 25 25
Total 45 11 35 61
Mean of entire cohort 30 12 22 S5

Country of birth

The statistical analyses pointed to a significant relationship be-
tween Country of birth and Number of contributions, as well as
with respect to Total number of words (see Table 35, Appendix
III). Students born in another country than Sweden produced on
average only about 54 % of the total number of words/person
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compared to students born in Sweden, and only 8 contribu-
tions/person compared to 15 contributions/person sent by students
born in Sweden. Students born in another country than Sweden
were on average (not statistically significant) initiating a lower
share of discussion threads (13 % compared to 21 % for students
born in Sweden.

Table 31. Country of birth and variables of quantitative commu-
nication space

Country of No. Words Tot. no. Init. disc.
birth of per of words threads (%)
contr contr
Sweden Mean 15 73 991 21

N 102 102 102 102
Other country  Mean 8 71 540 13
N 15 15 15 15
Total Mean 14 73 933 20
N 117 117 117 117

Although the group of male students born in another country than
Sweden also here consists of only three students, we are in fact
looking at different individuals; only one student also belongs to
the category male students speaking another language at home;
Vlado, while the two others are not the same individuals discussed
above regarding language spoken at home. There is great disper-
sion between the three males, as we can see in Table 32 below™,
nevertheless, all three male students who were born in another
country contributed to a much lesser extent to the discussion, in
terms of quantitative measurements. Only in one case is the aver-
age of the whole cohort exceeded, regarding Vlado and length of
contributions.

* All names are pseudonyms
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Table 32. Male students born in another country than Sweden and

variables of quantitative communicative space

Students Mean value %
No. of Words per Tot. no. Init.
contr. contr. of words disc.

threads

Vlado 4 163 652 15

Anders 4 29 116 0

Chaiyapat 8 57 456 0

Total S 83 408 S

Mean of entire cohort 14 71 890 20

A significant correlation was found between requesting other stu-

dents to contribute and country of birth (see Table 36, Appendix

III). Only 11 % of the contributions made by students born in an-

other country contained requests for other students’ input, com-
pared to 24 % for students born in Sweden (see Table 33 below).
Though not statistically significant they were also shown to use less

toning down words, 47 % of their contributions contained toning

down words, in comparison to 57 % of contributions by students
speaking only Swedish at home.

Table 33. Country of birth and verbal expressions

Country of
birth

Sweden Mean

Other country  Mean

Total Mean

Percentage of contributions with

Agree

32
102
29
15
31
117

Dis-
agree
12
102
12
15
12
117

Request
input

24

102

11

15

23

117

Tone
down

57
102
47
15
56
117
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Regarding the three male students born in another country, the
dispersion is even greater with respect to verbal expressions (Table
34 below). It is not possible to see any trend as in the case of vari-
ables of quantitative communication space (Table 32 above).

Table 34. Male students born in another country and verbal ex-

pressions

Students Percentage of contributions with
Agree Disagree Request Tone
input down
Vlado 50 0 25 25
Anders 25 25 0 100
Chaiyapat 25 0 25 88
Total 33 8 17 71
Mean of entire cohort 30 12 22 55

Summary and conclusion of analysis; communication space
with respect to parameters defining symbolic capital

There are different ways of dominating a discussion. In a net based
context most communication channels presented in a face-to-face
context are absent, thus the words produced matter more in a vir-
tual context than face-to-face, since they stand for the entire com-
munication. In net based communication contexts, domination can
be manifested in different ways; by the way people express them-
selves, for example, by the kind of words or expressions they use,
but also by the quantitative space they occupy. The latter is not
only a matter of how many contributions are posted and how long
these contributions are, but also concerns the question of when a
contribution is posted and whether it elicits responses.

Quantitative dominance or subordination in my analysis concerns
number of words, length of contributions, total number of words
and the share of initiated discussion threads. The tables previously
displayed on quantitative communication space show that the
spread in number of contributions, as well as in length of contribu-
tions, is striking. Summarizing all variables, we see great variation,
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both with respect to the quantitative space students occupy and the
type of verbal expressions they use. The students sending most con-
tributions wrote on average about six contributions per day (in a
period of ten days), whereas other students did not even post a sin-
gle contribution per day. Length of contributions also varies a
great deal; a contribution could comprise several pages, but also
just one line. On the average, a contribution held around seventy
words, which corresponds to about six lines. The results indicate
that the students use different discussion styles. For some students,
it seems, the forum resembles a chat, or even a face-to-face discus-
sion, while for others it is more of an arena for presenting points of
view to the others, in a more monological manner. One could even
say that there are different perceptions of which genre the com-
puter mediated discussion belongs to.

The assumption is strengthened by the negative correlation be-
tween Number of contributions and Length of contribution: the
fewer contributions a person produced the longer they tended to be
and vice versa. The question is which approaches could be taken as
an expression of power — that is, of dominance and/or subordina-
tion? It is obviously possible to dominate the discussion in two
ways: to send many short messages, or to send a few massive con-
tributions. In choosing the first communication style, students may
demonstrate a willingness to listen to others, or they may just not
want to assume the effort of contributing in substance themselves.
The variables Total number of words sent and The share of discus-
sion threads initiated were included, which both provide indica-
tions of the level of participation, as well as in what manner the
students perform their discussion. A closer analysis of the type of
contributions was also necessary and the use of certain expressions
was analysed.

The assumption is that symbolic capital is an important factor
when persons are acting in social situations like communication on
the Net. This assumption is based both on theoretical considera-
tions and informed by earlier empirical research (see discussions in
Working in Groups and Group work, power and communication
technology). The main findings in most earlier research in the area
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have been that power demonstrated in social situations was related
to symbolic capital described by factors like sex, socio-economic
and linguistic background, affiliation to the dominant culture, and
perhaps also to age.

My data indicates a more complicated pattern. In the statistical
analyses of quantitative communication space, only a few, statisti-
cally significant relationships were found when analysing the entire
cohort. A significant relationship was found between the variables
of quantitative communication space; Number of contributions
and Total number of words and the background variables Country
of birth on the one hand, and Language spoken at home, on the
other hand. Students born outside Sweden or speaking another
language than Swedish at home occupied less space regarding
number of contributions and total number of words.

Though not statistically significant, a tendency was visible for stu-
dents speaking another language at home and students born in an-
other country to initiate a lower share of discussion threads than
students without foreign background.

Statistically significant relationships were also found between Re-
guest for inpur and Country of birth, respectively Toning down
words and Language spoken at home. Students born in another
country than Sweden requested less frequently the others’ input
and students speaking another language than Swedish at home
used fewer toning down words. However not statistically signifi-
cantly, students born in another country also used on average con-
siderably less toning down words and students speaking another
language than Swedish at home on average requested considerably
less for the others’ input compared to students born in Sweden re-
spectively speaking Swedish at home.

Toning down words were, on the whole, used plentifully in most of
the dialogues, but much less used by students who were not born
in Sweden or who spoke another language at home. The statistical
analyses indicate that students who did not speak Swedish at
home, and/or were born outside Sweden, used less toning down
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words, and less often asked for input from others as well as occu-
pied less quantitative space. The meaning of these correlations is
not obvious. If not using toning down words is taken as an indica-
tion of dominance, the results would suggest that these students
felt in power and did not need to signal subordination in the com-
munication. This interpretation is contradicted by the fact that the
same students sent fewer contributions and requested less input
from the other group members. The act of requesting is in the
analysis defined by expressions that require other students to react
and to contribute. Such communication acts are generally seen as
expressions of dominance. In other words, students who do not
speak Swedish at home, or who are not born in Sweden, show a
contradictory behaviour with respect to dominance/subordination
if we are to maintain the usual interpretation of the significance of
the indicators that were used in this study. On the one hand, these
students do not use toning down words, thus, presumably express-
ing dominance. On the other hand, they do not direct their fellow
students by requesting them to contribute. An alternative explana-
tion may therefore be tested. The absence of toning down words
could instead be interpreted as a lack in knowledge of the specific
communication culture or/and the specific words used, whereas the
low frequency of dominant expressions to steer the conversation
and the other group members may be explained by a feeling of
subordination.

Besides the statistically significant relationships found between the
variables of quantitative and qualitative communication and stu-
dents speaking another language at home, respectively students
who were born in another country, the other significant correlation
observed in the material was between age and Share of initiated
discussion threads alongside with Toning down words. Older stu-
dents initiated more discussions and used less toning down words
than younger students. When adding the variable sex to the analy-
ses, a significant relationship was found between age group with
respect to sex and 7Toning down words. Younger male students
used toning down words to a higher extent than older male stu-
dents. Older female students were seen to on average send consid-
erably more contributions and on more words than younger female
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and male students respectively older male students, this was how-
ever not statistically significantly proven.

No statistically significant relationship was found between parental
education attainments and communication space. Nevertheless,
when the variable sex was included, it appeared that female stu-
dents with parents of high educational attainment were found to
send on average sixteen contributions, while males with the same
parental educational attainments sent on average only nine contri-
butions. When looking closer at the group of students whose par-
ents had low educational attainments, it could be observed that
they occupied on average substantially less quantitative space than
students whose parents had high educational attainments.

Male dominance of the communication space seems to be the best
studied background variable in the context of CSCL and CMC.
The results of the present study show a more differentiated picture.
If we count the number of words sent to the forum, males and fe-
males contributed fairly equally to the discussion, although a small
tendency of different patterns of communication was seen, where
male students tended to send longer but fewer contributions,
whereas female students tended to send more and shorter mes-
sages. Both sexes initiated an equal share of the discussion threads.
No relation was found between sex and the variables relating to
qualitative communication space. At a first glance, it would seem
that the expected correlations between ways of expression and sex
were not observed. The results suggest that an underlying factor
might be at play, such as belonging to a specific group or the com-
position of the groups. In order to qualify the conclusions, group
composition, with respect to sex as well as the other background
factors, will therefore in the next part be introduced as an explain-
ing variable.
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Figure 7. Overview of significant statistical correlations between
factors of symbolic capital and variables of communication space
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Analysis of dominance/subordination in relation to group
composition

Under this heading, I will deal with the question of whether the
analysis displays different patterns of dominance when the compo-
sition of the groups is taken into consideration. The question was
raised by the results of the preceding analysis, as well as previous
research showing that group composition does play a role (see
Savicki, Kelley, & Lingenfelter, 1996a; Savicki & Kelley, 2000).
Will the differences in composition of the small groups with respect
to age, sex, language, country of birth and parental educational at-
tainments, create different communication climates and maybe
even different communicative discourses in the groups? Will any of
the factors that did not show significance when the whole cohort
was analysed, become important when examined within the spe-
cific contexts offered by the different small groups?

The purpose of the following analysis is to investigate whether the
communication pattern in a group is influenced by how the group
is composed with respect to the previously considered background
characteristics of the students.

Figure 8. Constructed variables of group composition

Group composition with respect to

- Percentage of males in group

- Mean age in group

- Percentage of students whose
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- Percentage of students who
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The analysis is structured according to the previously used parame-
ters of dominance and subordination.

Description of the groups with respect to variables of com-
munication space

As described in the chapter Method, the groups were randomly put
together, which resulted in a fairly diverging mix of students with
respect to sex, linguistic background, country of birth and parental
educational attainments, participating in each of the groups. In the
findings, it appeared that the 29 groups also varied considerably
with respect to number of contributions, length of contributions,
total number of words and number of discussion threads initiated,
as well as in the use of the verbal expressions that were analysed in
my study (see also data presented above p. 94 ff). Number of con-
tributions per group varied from 30 to 180 contributions. Eight
groups sent less than 50, and seven groups more than 100 contri-
butions. The average length of contributions varied between
groups from 35 to 180 words. The four groups with the longest
average length of contributions also produced among the fewest
contributions. The groups’ total number of words varied from
1500 to 12000 words.

The variable Share of initiated of threads differs from the other
variables in that it is a group related variable. The group variation
with respect to this variable showed that the groups varied consid-
erably: some groups’ discussions consisted of long uncut threads
while other groups used plenty of discussion threads (cf pp. 97-98
above). The average was fourteen threads per group.

The dialogues were generally characterized by agreements, requests
for input and toning down words, while disagreements were few.
Agreements were used to various extents in the groups; from 5 to
50 % of all contributions posted in the individual group included
such remarks, in some groups, the interlocutors frequently ex-
pressed agreements (in more than half of their contributions) while
in other groups, hardly any agreements were expressed. The varia-
tion between the groups was smaller with respect to disagreement
remarks, ranging from 1 to 30 % of all contributions posted to a
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group, some groups hardly ever expressed disagreements. Concern-
ing requests for input, the variation between the groups ranged
from 7 to 50 % of the contributions. Toning down words were in
some groups used in almost all the contributions, while in others
much less. The variation in use of toning down words between
groups was even a bit greater, varying from 30 to 80 % of all con-
tributions in a group.

Analysis of communication space with respect to group
composition

Percentage of males in group

In the first analysis of the data, presented above, some numerical
differences were found between men’s and women’s communica-
tive behaviour, but no statistically significant correlations (see Ta-
bles 35 & 36, Appendix III). Another picture appears when group
composition is included in the analysis. The share of male students
in a group does seem to influence the communication pattern. A
significant relationship between the share of males in a group and
Number of contributions was found: the higher the share of males
in a group, the fewer contributions were sent. Separating females
and males in the statistical analyses displays a difference in behav-
iour between males and females. The presence of many men in a
group seems to influence women’s contributions negatively. Female
students produced fewer contributions and fewer words in groups
with a high share of males in the group, than females in groups
with a smaller share of males. For male students no such relation-
ship could be observed. Male students produced on average the
same number of contributions and the same total number of
words, independently of the share of males in the group.

Regarding the use of verbal expressions, a significant relationship
was visible between percentage of males in a group and the use of
agreement remarks. The higher the share of males in a group the
more contributions with agreements were sent. This is valid for
both sexes when analysed separately; both females and males in-
clude more agreement remarks in their contributions the higher the
percentage of males is in the group.
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Mean age of group

The analysis with respect to mean age of the separate groups shows
the same pattern as when the whole cohort was analysed as an ag-
glomerated entity with respect to 7Toning down words. In groups
with a high mean age less toning down words were used by the
students, than in groups with a lower mean age. Another signifi-
cant relationship appeared that could be partly discerned in the
analysis with respect to the whole group; in groups with a high
mean age more contributions/person and in total more words/pers-
on were sent than in groups with a low mean age. When females
and males were analysed separately a difference in behaviour ap-
peared, a statistically significant relationship was found for female
students, but not for male students, with respect to number of con-
tributions and total number of words and mean age in group (see

Tables 45 & 46, Appendix III).

Share of students whose parents have university education
No significant relationship was found between the share of stu-
dents in a group who have parents with high levels of education
and quantitative communication space occupied, or with respect to
the use of verbal expressions. There was neither any significant re-
lationship found when the sexes were analysed separately.

Share of students speaking only Swedish at home or being born in
Sweden

All groups contained a majority of students speaking only Swedish
at home or who were born in Sweden. In fifteen groups, all stu-
dents spoke only Swedish at home, and eighteen groups were
formed entirely of students born in Sweden. When the analyses
were carried out irrespective of group composition significant cor-
relations were found between Number of contributions and Total
number of words both with respect to Language spoken atr home as
well as to Country of birth. When the corresponding analyses were
performed with respect to group composition, the significant rela-
tionship remained with respect to Number of contributions but not
with respect to Total number of words. The relationship that was
most pronounced when group composition was regarded was the
negative correlation between Length of contribution and share of
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group members who were born in Sweden and group members
who were speaking only Swedish at home. This signifies that in
groups with a high share of students that is born in Sweden and in
groups with a high share of students speaking Swedish at home
shorter contributions are posted than in groups with another com-
position with respect to these variables (sees Tables 45 & 46, Ap-
pendix III). This was not seen in the analysis done irrespectively of
group composition. The communication pattern of groups with a
very high share of students, who speak only Swedish at home, or
with students who were born in Sweden, differed from the pattern
of other groups. These groups tended to produce more but shorter
contributions.

More requests for input was put forward in groups with the high-
est share of students born in Sweden compared to groups with the
lowest share of students born in Sweden, this was already seen in
the first analysis. A further significant relationship was found be-
tween percentage of group members speaking only Swedish at
home and the use of disagreement remarks (see Tables 45 & 46,
Appendix III). The higher the percentage of students speaking only
Swedish at home was, the fewer contributions containing dis-
agreement remarks were posted. In the three groups with the low-
est share of contributions containing disagreement remarks (less
than 2 % on average in their contributions), all students were born
in Sweden and spoke Swedish at home. In the groups with the
highest share of disagreement remarks (more than 20 % on aver-
age in their contributions), one third of the students was either
born in another country than Sweden or spoke another language at
home. This was not seen in the first type of analysis.

Summary and conclusion of analysis; communication space
with respect to group composition

The statistically significant relationships between communication
space and group composition are summarized in Figure 9 below.
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Figure 9. Overview of statistically significant correlations between

group composition and variables of communication space
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A conclusion is that not only have we found different communica-
tion patterns depending on composition of the groups with respect
to sex, but we have also found differences in communication style
in groups depending on the share of students speaking Swedish at
home (or not speaking Swedish at home) and the share of students
born in Sweden (or not being born in Sweden). These differences
are to some extent masked when the data is analysed without tak-
ing account of group composition, but are visible when the group
component is included.

The results in the first analysis irrespective of group composition
revealed no difference between male and female students in how
they communicated in this particular CSCL context. However,
when taken group composition into account, important effects of
the group composition with respect to sex were found. The higher
the share of males in groups, the fewer contributions and words in
total were sent. In the analyses where sexes were analysed separate-
ly, it appeared that female students sent fewer contributions and
also less words in total, the higher the share of males there was in
the group. By contrast, male students sent the same number of con-
tributions and the same total number of words, regardless of the
share of males in the group. Another relationship that was not vis-
ible in the first analysis irrespective of group composition concerns
the use of agreements. The higher the share of males in the group,
the more agreements were given; this was valid for both sexes
when analysed separately. The results indicate that including group
composition in the analysis contributes to the understanding of
what gender/sex means in net based communication.

The importance of group composition was also established in the
second analysis between number of contribution and length of con-
tributions with respect to the share of students in a group speaking
only Swedish at home or the share of student who were born in
Sweden. When larger proportions of students in the group spoke
Swedish at home or were born in Sweden, more contributions were
sent, but these tended to be shorter. In groups containing a larger
share of students born in Sweden, more requests for input were
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posed, and in groups with a higher percentage of students speaking
only Swedish at home, fewer disagreement remarks were given.

The relationships between length of contributions and the use of
disagreement remarks and how the groups were composed with re-
spect to students speaking only Swedish at home or students who
were born in Sweden were not seen when the analysis irrespective
of group composition was made, but became palpable in the analy-
sis when group composition was considered.

Thus, we have discovered relationships between patterns of com-
munication and background characteristics, especially regarding
sex, language spoken at home and country of birth, that were not
seen when the discussions were analysed irrespective of group
composition but were visible when group composition was in-
cluded in the analysis.
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OVERALL DISCUSSION

Summary and discussion of the results

The essence of my research questions can be described as examin-
ing whether quantitative and qualitative differences in how stu-
dents ‘take the floor’ in a web based forum can be related to the
differences in the symbolic capital they carry with them. I will in
the following discuss and interpret the results which indicate that
power relating to symbolic capital characterizes the interaction that
takes place in the web based forum.

The asynchronous web based discussion differs from the face-to-
face situation, particularly with respect to the absence of several of
the communication channels that are typical for a face-to-face
situation; in the asynchronous web based discussion the written
word stands for the entire communication. There is also a slower
path of interaction in the asynchronous discussion, which offers
opportunities for longer contemplation and formulation of contri-
butions. Another circumstance that distinguishes it from the face-
to-face discussion is that the interlocutors have access to equal ‘air-
time’, whereas in a face-to-face discussion only one person can talk
at a time. Nevertheless, in an asynchronous web based forum, just
as in a face-to-face discussion, and all other occasions where peo-
ple interact, the interlocutors are socially dependent on each other.
Although it has been assumed that here, like elsewhere in society,
links exist between power and symbolic capital, very few studies
have been undertaken to investigate the interaction in computer
mediated communication or computer supported collaborative
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learning in relation to background characteristics of the student,
other than sex, and even fewer studies exist with respect to the im-
pact of group composition on patterns of interaction. This is why
the focus of the present investigation has been the impact of back-
ground factors and, in particular, the impact group composition
with respect to these background factors has on the interaction in
computer mediated interaction.

‘Taking the floor’ in a quantitative way

As described in the result chapter, considerable variation between
the students could be observed with respect to how many contribu-
tions were posted, how long these contributions were, and what
type of verbal expressions the students used in the discussions.

In the study, it was found that the variables Number of contribu-
tions and Length of contribution were negatively correlated to each
other; the students who wrote many contributions also tended to
write shorter contributions and vice versa. The number of contri-
butions and length of contributions an individual sends are thus
not only dependent of activity or dominance, but also on commu-
nication style (although choice of a particular communication style
may in some cases in itself be an indicator of dominance or subor-
dination). The students may have different perceptions of which
genre communication on the forum belongs to, i.e. whether the fo-
rum is similar to a face-to-face dialogue, with short rapid contribu-
tions, or more of an arena for presenting points of view. Involve-
ment cannot thus be judged merely on the basis of number of con-
tributions or length of contributions, therefore the variable 7ozal/
number of words was included to gain a more complete picture.
Total number of words is a combination of the two variables
Number of contribution and Length of contributions.

The fourth variable with respect to quantitative communication
space that was considered in this thesis, Share of initiated discus-
sion threads, differed from the other three in that it related to the
small group and not to the whole cohort. To initiate many discus-
sion threads within the small group may be seen as an indicator of
dominance, a wish to try to steer the discussion. The groups used
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this option offered by the interface very differently. Some groups
had long uncut discussions, while others organized their discus-
sions by frequently initiating new discussion threads.

In educational contexts, visible and measurable activity is usually
advocated, and as part of regular course requirements, students in
this study had to participate in the discussion by sending contribu-
tions to the discussion forum. However, it is important to bear in
mind that simply counting contributions does not form a true and
complete picture of the level of activity and involvement by the
group members. An aspect of interactivity that has been previously
studied within the research project ALHE/Xpand, but which is not
focused in the present thesis, is the question of which students re-
ceive responses to their contribution, and thus have more interac-
tive connections with the other group members (Malmberg, 2006).
Another interesting aspect is to what extent students ‘listen’ to each
other, that is, if they read each others’ contributions. McKendree et
al. (1998) argue that the voyeur, just like the outwardly active par-
ticipant, may in fact be actively engaged in the construction of
ideas and thoughts, while checking them against those of the other
participants. The participant considered to be ‘active’ with respect
to number of contributions etc., may be merely engaged in fact
consumption, rather than focusing reflection or structuring of in-
formation. In this study the use of certain verbal expressions was
analysed in order to widen the picture of the interaction in the dia-
logues.

‘Taking the floor’ by means of verbal expressions

The verbal expressions (Agreements, Disagreements, Requests for
input and Toning down words) constituted the qualitative descrip-
tors of the interaction; they were all used abundantly, except for
disagreement remarks. Agreement remarks have in the literature
been considered to perform several different functions; they can be
used as acts of social bonding (and indirect exclusion of those not
expressing agreements), or as social lubricants in order to create a
socially pleasant environment in which disagreements are to be
avoided. In other cases, ‘you’re correct’ or ‘well said” can be used
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as a way for the contributor to make a judgement of a statement,
and to indicate that she is in a position to do so.

A disagreement statement can be considered in some sense to be
the opposite of an agreement. It may however, not only be seen as
an opposing statement, but also as an expression of interest and
engagement. By questioning a statement, the dialogue may expand
and deepen. Disagreement remarks may thus be seen as legitimate
contributions, for example in an academic seminar discussion; ‘the
doubting game’, as pointed to by Belenky (1997). De Vries et al.
(2002) found a general tendency to avoid engaging in a cognitive
conflict, which would risk the social relationships in the group.
Pomerantz (1984), referring to a face-to-face context, showed that
in ordinary friendly talk, participants tend to be oriented toward
interpersonal coordination, and thus toward consensus; agreements
were usually preferred responses and disagreements dispreferred.

In terms of power, there is no straightforward answer to what a
given person’s tendency to ask questions or request for input actu-
ally indicates in a particular context. To pose a question is a poten-
tially face-threatening action (Goffman, 1967); the questioner risks
her own face at the same time as she is threatening the ‘face’ of the
addressee. However, in a computer mediated context, where the
interlocutors do not physically meet each other during the discus-
sion, it is probably not as face-threatening to pose a question as in
a face-to-face situation, since the question or request is usually not
directed towards an individual.

To pose a question can be a sign of not being in control, but also
the opposite. It may be an exposure of ignorance of the issue dis-
cussed, but at the same time self-confidence is required for this ex-
posure. Most probably it is not always the interlocutor with the
least knowledge who asks the most questions, and certainly not the
individuals who are the most insecure. Phrasing something as a
question can in some cases be a way of avoiding the assertiveness
of a direct statement, thus signalling subordination. In other cases,
it may be a way of inviting other members into the discussion, and
simply represent a desire for more interaction.
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Summary of results in relation to background characteristics
of the students

Several studies, notably Herring (1995), Sussman (2000) and Bar-
rett (1999), found palpable evidence of male dominance in discus-
sions and group work performed on the Net. These studies showed
that power structures relating to sex are carried over into the on-
line environment, and that men tend to dominate the discussion,
with respect to quantity, as well as to other modes of expression.
However, a number of other more recent studies (Bostock & Lizhi,
2005; Caspi, Chajut, & Saporta, 2008) show an opposite trend to
the studies mentioned above. Bostock & Lizhi (2005) found fe-
males to post more messages. Caspi, Chajut & Saporta (2008),
who compared activities in face-to-face contexts to on-line con-
texts, found women to be more active with respect to number of
postings, while men were more active in face-to-face contexts.

When the discussions were analysed in the present study without
taking group composition into account, no pattern of male domi-
nance was found. Could the fact that the studies not pointing to a
male dominance are more recent than the studies where male
dominance was obvious, be part of the explanation of the contra-
dicting results? It has, among other things, been observed that the
gender gap between men and women in their use of the Internet is
decreasing. In Sweden, the share of women who use the Internet
several times a week has increased from 22 to 49 % from 2000 to
2005, while the same figures for men have shifted from 40 to 65 %
(Statistics Sweden, 2007). The rise in women’s use of the Internet is
more dramatic, and may have an impact on behaviour in an educa-
tional on-line context, since obstacles with respect to skills and fa-
miliarity with using the computer and the Internet have decreased.
This may provide us with part of the explanation to the diverging
results in certain later research studies compared to the earlier
studies mentioned above.

When analysing the group discussions with respect to the distribu-
tion of the sexes in individual groups, it was shown that female
students fell silent when the group contained a relatively higher
share of male students. Female students contributed less, both with
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respect to number of contributions and total number of words, in
groups with a high share of males, compared to female students in
groups with a low share of males. By contrast, the distribution of
the sexes in the individual groups did not seem to have any effect
on male behaviour.

This result underlines the importance of not only looking at the
aggregated data for the cohort as a whole. The analysis on the co-
hort as a whole showed no statistically significant difference be-
tween men and women, whereas when group composition was in-
cluded, a significant difference was found between men and
women with respect to occupancy of quantitative communication
space. By introducing group composition as a variable, the domi-
nance of males became visible in the analysis. The observed ten-
dencies confirm the results in earlier studies where group composi-
tion was taken into consideration (discussed in the chapter on
Group work, power and communication technology). These stud-
ies showed that group composition with respect to sex played an
important role for the interactional patterns (Prinsen et al., 2007;
Savicki, Kelley, & Lingenfelter, 1996a; Savicki, Kelley, & Lingen-
felter, 1996b; Savicki & Kelley, 2000).

Another impact of sex that did not appear until the material was
analysed with respect to group composition was the use of agree-
ment remarks. Considerably more agreements were given when the
share of males in the group was higher; this applied to both women
and men. When comparing leader identities of men and women in
New Zealand, Marra, Vine, & Holmes (2008) found that socially
accepted leadership roles for men were typically the role of the
hero, the father and the ‘good mate’. They argue that individuals in
leadership positions are vulnerable to criticism for acting in ways
which indicate that they consider themselves a cut above others. In
response, leaders often seek ways of reducing status differences,
and emphasizing equality with their colleagues. The authors argue
that for men, one option is to adopt behaviours which indicate
they are ‘just one of the boys’: in other words, to do masculinity in
the form of mateship. The groups included in the present study had
no proclaimed leader; nevertheless, it may well be that agreements
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and supportive comments were employed to form alliances, a typi-
cally male behaviour as found by Marra, Vine & Holmes. For in-
stance, in one of the small groups in my study that contained 80 %
males (four out of five group members), there was a very obvious
‘matey’ activity going on: male students referred to each other di-
rectly by names more frequently than in other groups (and in most
cases even by surname, which is unusual in Sweden, except in the
army). The amount of agreements for this group was far above the
average; 56 % of contributions contained agreements compared to
an average of 29 % for the other groups. This is an area of re-
search where few studies exist.

No relationships were found between sex and the other verbal ex-
pressions, that is, regarding disagreements, requests for input or
toning down words. In a study by Holmes & Stubbe (1992), based
on data from 100 public meetings or seminars that involved a pres-
entation followed by a discussion, it was found that men domi-
nated the discussions by asking most of the questions. One expla-
nation to why a similar pattern was not found in my own analysis
could be that posing a question on the Net may not be as face-
threatening as in a face-to-face context; thereby the obstacles are
not perceived as great for the interlocutors low in power to expose
their ignorance, challenge other members of the group, or to make
general requests for input from the others.

The students were between 19 and 48 years of age. More than half
were between 19 and 25. The older students were more engaged in
the discussion; seniority seemed to bring security and authority. It
might also be that they were more engaged because they had in-
vested more on a personal level, economically and socially, in at-
tending higher education. Older students also used less toning
down words compared to younger students, which may support
the suggestion that security comes with seniority. When consider-
ing age and sex, the greatest difference was found between older
male students and younger male students, younger male students
used significantly more toning down words than the older male
students.
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The students whose parents had the lowest educational attainments
(nine-year compulsory education) consisted of a small group; only
ten in number, hence statistically significant relationships were dif-
ficult to find. Numerically, this group of students was seen to oc-
cupy much less of the quantitative communication space than the
others, both regarding number of contributions and total number
of words. They also initiated fewer discussion threads, but the dif-
ference was not as great as regarding the other parameters of quan-
titative communication space. Students with the lowest parental
educational attainments also posted fewer contributions containing
expressions of agreement, in comparison to students with high pa-
rental educational attainments. In addition, they used toning down
words a bit more frequently than those with better-educated par-
ents.

How may this be understood? I will bring up two possible explana-
tions. Firstly, researchers like Bernstein (1975), Willis (1993), and
Belenky et. al. (1997) show parental educational attainments to be
a strong parameter of educational success or failure. Bernstein ar-
gued that adults of different social classes tended to adopt charac-
teristically different ways of using language. These differences
would then carry over to the manner in which they talked with
their children, thereby differently preparing the children for the
ways in which they would be expected to use language in the con-
text of formal education. This theory was tested empirically by
Hasan (2002), who compared the ways in which Australian mid-
dle- and working-class mothers talked with their preschool-aged
children in the course of their everyday activities. As Bernstein had
predicted, Hasan found systematic differences, which, she sug-
gested, would be consequential in the context of the children’s sub-
sequent formal education. Secondly, Thorpe et al. (2007) found in
a sample of 127 new UK undergraduates, that students drawn
from lower social class backgrounds consistently underestimated
their abilities vis-a-vis the overall cohort. However, students’ per-
ception of themselves regarding academic abilities and academic
self-confidence is not static. Astin (1977) found that students gen-
erally increase their academic self-confidence through participation
in college, and that measures of student involvement have a signifi-
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cant effect on students’ academic self-confidence at the end of col-
lege.

In my study there was a statistically significant difference between
female students who had parents with high levels of education, and
male students with the same parental educational attainments. The
female students in this category sent on average almost 70 % more
contributions than corresponding males. In the latest Swedish gov-
ernmental report on Teacher education, a chapter is devoted to the
low status of the teacher profession (SOU, 2008). It is possible that
an explanation to the remarkable difference between female and
male students whose parents have high educational attainments
may be found in the unattractiveness of the teacher profession.
One hypothesis for this relationship may be that the teacher pro-
fession is not the first choice for male students whose parents have
high educational attainments, thus explaining the low involvement
in the group work. However, this is only a hypothesis and needs to
be further researched, by including, for instance, the students’
grades of admission.

My analyses showed that students speaking other languages than
Swedish at home or those who were not born in Sweden sent fewer
but not shorter messages compared to students with a Swedish
background™; the difference in communication space was rather
remarkable. The first-mentioned categories of students occupied
only about two thirds of the word space occupied by Swedish born
students speaking only Swedish at home (with respect to the varia-
ble Total number of words). This indicates that students born out-
side Sweden and speaking another language than Swedish at home
played a more secluded part in the discussion than students with a
Swedish background. When including the variable sex in the analy-
sis, it was found that female students speaking another language at
home or born abroad occupied significantly less space than the
others. There were proportionally more female students speaking
other languages than Swedish at home (20) or who were not born
in Sweden (12), compared to male students with corresponding

*Swedish background refers to those students who spoke only Swedish at home or were born in
Sweden.
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characteristics (3 in number in both cases). However, the number
of students who either spoke another language than Swedish at
home was low, and the disproportion regarding sex in this cate-
gory of students will not have had a great impact on the composi-
tion of the groups with respect to sex.

Groups with a high proportion of students speaking other lan-
guages than Swedish at home made more disagreement remarks
than those groups which consisted only of students with a Swedish
background. The Swedish culture is in many contexts proclaimed
to be ‘consensus seeking’, which this result to some extent con-
firms. When she examined 12 dyadic discussions between German
and Anglo-American students and lecturers that were framed as
‘disputes’ rather than as ordinary conversation, Kotthoff (1993)
found that the use of agreement and disagreement also depends on
other matters than the prior turn, such as genre, institutional situa-
tion, and culture. In a study by Ho-ying Fu et al. (2007), it was
found that Chinese, in comparison to Americans, were found to
have a greater preference for relationship-preserving modes of con-
flict resolution. Most of the research which finds interaction in
groups consensus seeking and conflict avoiding has been conducted
in a European or North American context. I think it is pertinent to
question whether the results pointing to the always consensus seek-
ing interlocutor also apply to non-Western contexts.

Students speaking another language than Swedish at home or who
were not born in Sweden used toning down words to a lesser ex-
tent than those students speaking Swedish at home or who were
born in Sweden. An abundant use of toning down words has been
defined as a sign of subordination in my study, and the opposite as
a sign of dominance. Results concerning toning down words there-
fore appear to contradict the findings in the analysis with respect
to occupancy of quantitative space, where students speaking an-
other language than Swedish at home and/or born abroad occupied
less space, interpreted as indicating subordination. To elucidate
these apparently contradictory results, I want to bring up two al-
ternative explanations a) cultural differences in the use of polite-
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ness and toning down strategies and b) the impact of level of profi-
ciency in the majority language.

Regarding cultural differences, Lakoff (1972), a linguist who has
studied the ‘phenomena’ of politeness for more than thirty years,
has found that politeness manifests itself very dissimilarly in differ-
ent cultures. Kallia (2005) found in an empirical study of British
English, German and Greek, that structures usually misunderstood
are questions without auxiliaries or imperatives accompanied by
politeness markers, which are evaluated as impolite by English
speakers and as polite by Greeks. Marquez-Reiter (2000) made a
contrastive study of politeness strategies in Britain and Uruguay.
She found differences in the use and understanding of direct and
indirect speech in Britain and Uruguay. Indirect speech is an impor-
tant component of politeness strategy.

Regarding the issue of language competence, I would like to relate
to the specific condition the computer mediated context consti-
tutes. Several channels of communication are absent, leaving the
written words and symbols the sole vehicle for communication. In-
abilities in expressing oneself in Swedish can thus not be compen-
sated by other means (gestures etc), and may cause an additional
obstacle for students who do not have the same ‘feel’ for the lan-
guage as native speakers of the majority language. On the other
hand, the asynchronous computer mediated discussion offers a
slower pace of interaction, and thus increases the opportunities to
make use of external resources. This may be an advantage for par-
ticipants with insufficient knowledge of the majority language (or
with other linguistic impediments in expressing themselves), by of-
fering more time to formulate contributions, check spelling, consult
external texts in order to formulate complex utterances etc. But the
difference between being polite or not is very subtle, and is obvi-
ously affected by the language competence. Although the questions
on the questionnaire regarding language spoken at home and coun-
try of birth did not provide direct information on the level of profi-
ciency in Swedish, they gave an indication of the number of stu-
dents who had another linguistic and cultural background than the
majority language and culture.
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Issues of culturally based norms for communication and linguistic
proficiency may provide elements to explain the apparently con-
flicting results, showing a reduced occupancy of communication
space (sign of subordination) combined with a limited use of ton-
ing down words (otherwise usually interpreted as dominance). The
restricted use of toning down words by students with a foreign
background may depend on a) a different approach to what marks
politeness and/or b) a less pronounced tendency of avoiding con-
flict and/or ¢) the effect of insufficient knowledge of the Swedish
language.

All new students have to master the tricky issues of learning aca-
demic registers and genres. Highly developed institutions like uni-
versities develop linguistic tools in order to handle the specializa-
tion of knowledge. These linguistic tools presuppose knowledge,
and thus carry with them barriers and difficulties for the uniniti-
ated, in this case new students (Siljo & Maikitalo, 2002). Leung
and Safford (2005) argue that students with another mother
tongue than the majority also have to deal with other equally ur-
gent and complex ‘problems’, which are specifically associated
with their ethno-linguistic backgrounds. These include learning a
foreign language, making sense of different pedagogic and curricu-
lum practices, learning to live with the marginalizing effects of not
being seen as a fully paid-up member of the local society, and cop-
ing with the loss of cultural and linguistic capital encoded in their
other languages (and consequences of this loss in terms of aca-
demic performance).

Conclusion and suggestions for future research

The general aim of the thesis was to investigate the interaction
processes and patterns that occur in group dialogues when teacher
students work in small groups using net based asynchronous dia-
logues to collaboratively solve a problem of sustainability. More
specifically, the interest was to find out whether students’ dialogues
give rise to similar patterns of dominance/subordination to those
that have been observed in face-to-face situations, which included
an interest in the significance of group composition.
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To answer the overall aim, the research objective was broken down
into the following two areas of research focus with related ques-
tions.

Expressions of power in relation to sex, age, linguistic background,
country of birth and parents’ educational attainments

and further

Expressions of power in relation to the group composition with re-
spect to factors of symbolic capital

A research strategy that involved both quantitative and qualitative
data gathering methods was used. In the following, the conclusion
of the results of my thesis will be related to the research questions
(discussed in chapter Group work, power and communication
technology).

Concerning the initial question: Can we find expressions of power
structure in the dialogues?, the answer is yes, expressions of power
structure are definitely visible in the dialogues; there is a great
variation in amount of communication space occupied and in the
use of the verbal expressions. The variation seems to follow certain
patterns with respect to the background variables relating to sym-
bolic capital, which leads to a positive answer concerning the next
question as well; Are expressions of power correlated ro students’
symbolic capital? A conclusion so far is that students with Swedish
background (speaking only Swedish at home and born in Sweden),
students who have parents with high educational attainments, and
older students, all occupy more communication space than: stu-
dents not born in Sweden, students speaking another language than
Swedish at home, students who have parents with low educational
attainments, and young students. It was also found that students
speaking Swedish at home or were born in Sweden used more ver-
bal expressions that signal dominance than students who spoke
another language than Swedish at home or were not born in Swe-
den.
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The only variable that clashed with this pattern was the use of ton-
ing down words, which was defined as signalling subordination.
Students speaking Swedish at home or being born in Sweden used
more toning down words than students born in another country or
speaking another language at home, possible causes for this dis-
crepancy have been discussed.

The thesis also brings an affirmative answer to the question; Are
expressions of power structure correlated to how the groups are
composed with respect to the symbolic capital the students carry
with them? With the introduction of the variable group composi-
tion (with respect to the background factors), a deepened insight
was afforded into the interaction of the groups, especially with re-
spect to the impact of sex. The composition of the groups with re-
spect to sex, linguistic background, and country of birth affects
both the quantitative communication space and the use of verbal
expressions. The higher the share of males in the group, the fewer
contributions were sent, but the more agreements were given. In
groups with a higher share of students speaking Swedish at home
or being born in Sweden, more but also shorter contributions were
sent. Furthermore, the share of students speaking a Swedish back-
ground in the group affected the style of communication: the more
students speaking Swedish at home or being born in Sweden the
group contained, the fewer disagreement remarks were used.

Students with a non-academic family background, as well as stu-
dents from linguistic and cultural minorities, are generally under-
represented in higher education in Sweden. In this study these cate-
gories of students were observed to take a secluded part in the dis-
cussion. Programmes aiming to widen the recruitment-base to
higher education often focus predominantly on the recruitment
process. In certain cases, it is attempted to provide students from
non-academic family backgrounds or from cultural minorities ac-
cess to the rules and norms of the university. Lea and Street (1998)
refer to this as the ‘academic socialization model’: the assumption
that students will succeed if they learn a set of rules and norms for
studies, interaction and writing. After recruitment, the students are
left to themselves and to manage as best as they can in the aca-
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demic context, with codes and situated meanings of concepts they
are unaccustomed to. Woodrow and Yorke (2002) argue that there
is a need for greater understanding of the pedagogic practices that
can facilitate for those students for whom higher education is a
particular challenge. In this respect, the net based learning situation
may cause an even greater feeling of abandonment, but it may also
help these groups of students in their formulation of contributions,
for instance by increasing the possibilities to draw upon external
resources.

The results of my thesis suggest further research on several differ-
ent topics. Some students showed particular behaviour regarding
some of the verbal expressions; some of them sent a large number
of agreements, disagreements or requests for input, or used an
abundant amount of toning down words, or the opposite, some
students sparsely used these verbal expressions. An interesting area
of research would be to look closer into these individuals and the
context they act in, e.g. how the rest of the group members re-
spond to such interactional patterns. The results on groups compo-
sition with respect to males and the used of agreements causes
many further questions to be posed, e.g. the impact this pattern has
on the interaction and whether this is a pattern that can be seen in
other contexts than in the computer mediated discussion.

Another result in my thesis, which would be interesting to look
closer into, concerned the difference in activity level between fe-
male and male students with equal parental educational attain-
ments. The female students were remarkably more active. Is this, as
I suggested, related to the low status of the teacher profession in
Sweden, or are there other reasons? The issue of dialogicity that I
briefly looked into in the chapter Introduction to the dialogue
would be another interesting topic to look further into.

This thesis is addressed to researchers within the field of computer
mediated communication and collaborative learning (CMC &
CSCL), as well as to teachers/practitioners involved with group
work, on the Net or in face-to-face situations. The results relate to
net based group work in a particular learning context, but I hope
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they will contribute to create a greater awareness of the power
structures present in group work more generally, and the effects
they have on the interaction. Hopefully, the results and conclusions
presented here will help teachers and group tutors when organiz-
ing, facilitating and supervising group work, to enable all partici-
pants in the group to fully benefit from the learning opportunities
this context provides.
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APPENDIX |

Questionnaire

1 Kon (1 man, 2 kvinna. Skriv namn och fodelsedr vid kommenta-
rer.)

[Sex (1 man, 2 woman) Write name and year of birth at the space
for comments]

Ange:

[State:]

Kommentarer:
[Comments:]

2 Datorvana. Hur ofta har du anvint datorn innan du borjade pa
den hidr kursen? (1 aldrig, 2 sdllan, 3 i genomsnitt en gang i veck-
an, 4 i genomsnitt en gang om dagen)

[Computer experience. How often did you use the computer before
you started this course? (1 never, 2 seldom, 3 on average once a
week, 4 on average once a day)]

Ange:

[State:]

Kommentarer:
[Comments:]
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3 Datorvana. Hur ofta har du varit inne pa Internet innan du bor-
jade pa den har kursen? (1 aldrig, 2 sillan, 3 i genomsnitt en ging i
veckan, 4 i genomsnitt en gang om dagen)

[Computer experience. How often did you use the Internet before
you started in this course? (1 never, 2 seldom, 3 on average once a
week, 4 on average once a day)]

Ange:

[State:]

Kommentarer:
[Comments:]

4 Datorvana. Hur ofta har du chattat innan du bérjade pa den har
kursen? (1 aldrig, 2 sillan, 3 i genomsnitt en ging i veckan, 4 i ge-
nomsnitt en gdng om dagen)

[Computer experience. How often did you use any chat function
before you started in this course? (1 never, 2 seldom, 3 on average
once a week, 4 on average once a day)]

Ange:

[State:]

Kommentarer:
[Comments:]

5 Har du internetansluten dator hemma? (1 ja, 2 nej)

[Do you have a computer with Internet connection at home? (1
yes, 2 no)]

Ange:

[State:]

Kommentarer:
[Comments:]
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6 Vilket huvuddmne har du pa Lararutbildningen? (1 Matematik
och lirande, 2 Naturvetenskap och liarande, 3 Geografi, miljo och
larande)

[What is your major subject at the Teacher education? (1 Mathe-
matics and learning, 2 Science and learning, 3 Geography, envi-
ronment and learning)]

Ange:

[State:]

Kommentarer:
[Comments:]

7 Vilken examensprofil har du? (1 forskola, 2 fritidspedagog, 3
grundskolans tidigare ar, 4 grundskolans senare dr, 5§ gymnasiet)
[Which is your degree profile? (1 pre-school, 2 recreational peda-
gogue, 3 nine-year compulsory school early years, 4 nine-year
compulsory school later years, 5 upper secondary school)]

Ange:

[State:]

Kommentarer:
[Comments:]

8 Har du gétt hela din skolgang i Sverige? (1 ja, 2 nej. Skriv i text-
rutan hur gammal du var nar du borjade i svensk skola)

[Have you done your whole schooling in Sweden? (1 yes, 2 no.
Write in the text box how old you when you started in Swedish
school]

Ange:

[State:]

Kommentarer:
[Comments:]
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9 Vad har din mamma for skolbakgrund? (1 motsvarande grund-
skola, 2 motsvarande gymnasium, 3 motsvarande hogsko-
la/universitet)

[What is the educational attainment of you mother? (1 equivalent
to nine-year compulsory school, 2 equivalent ro upper secondary
school, 3 equivalent to university)

Ange:

[State:]

Kommentarer:
[Comments:]

10 Vad har din pappa for skolbakgrund? (1 motsvarande grund-
skola, 2 motsvarande gymnasium, 3 motsvarande hogsko-
la/universitet)

[What is the educational attainment of you father? (1 equivalent to
nine-year compulsory school, 2 equivalenr ro upper secondary
school, 3 equivalent to university)

Ange:

[State:]

Kommentarer:
[Comments:]

11 I vilket land 4r du fodd? (1 Sverige, 2 annat. Skriv vilket i text-
rutan)

In which country are you born? (1 Sweden, 2 other. Write which in
the text box)

Ange:

[State:]

Kommentarer:
[Comments:]
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12 Vilket sprak talar du hemma? (1 svenska, 2 annat. Skriv vilket i

textrutan)
Which language do you speak at home? (1 Swedish, 2 other. Write

which in the text box)
Ange:
[Stare:]

Kommentarer:
[Comments:]
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APPENDIX II

Matrix 1. Definitions of agreement, disagreement and request for
input

Variable Definition

Agreement, agree- Obvious agreements like e.g. ’as Anna
ments or support of said’, encouragements and those contri-
contributions butions marked with Agree
Disagreement, ques- Distinct "I do not agree’, and contribu-
tioning of points of tions marked with *Questioning’.

view

Request for input, re- | With or without question marks. Also
quest for the others’ requests to the others to contribute. Try
points of view, or in- to avoid retorical questions, but cate-
put or answers on di- | gorize as request in uncertain cases.
rect questions
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Matrix 2. Definition of toning down words

Variable Definition

kanske [Eng. maybe, per- | Example of when used as toning
haps], ‘kanske’ can be used in | rown word/expression

different manners, it plays a | ‘Man kanske inte vill vara en
down toning role when it is | miljoskurk’

used as a sign of doubt of the | [Eng. Maybe one doesn’t want
made statement, but not so in | to be an environmental villain]

correlation with guesses of
probabilities in the future of
which the speaker cannot

Example of when not used as
toning town word/expression

. .. ‘Kanske kan sopor transporte-
have a precise opinion of. L
ras via tig, pa sd sitt paverkas
inte miljon sa mycket’

[Eng. Garbage can maybe be
transported by train, by that the
environment won’t be affected

that much]

nog [maybe,  probably, | Example of when used as toning
enough]|, ‘nog’ has similar | rown word/expression
meanings as ‘kanske’, it has | ‘vi fir nog koncentrera oss pa
also as in the case with | hur vir sammanfattning ska se
‘kanske” been defined as | ut’

down toning only when it is | [Eng. we will probably have to
used as a sign of doubt of the | concentrate on what our sum-
made statement, and not in | mary should look like]
correlation with guesses of | Evample of when not used as
for example the future. When | roning town word/expression
nog was used in the sense of | ‘den utbyggnaden var mot havs-
‘enough’ it was not consi- | sidan och den péaverkade inte
dered as toning down. sjalv viken, vilket Allingviken

nog kommer att gora’

[Eng. that expansion was to-
wards the sea and itself didn’t
affect the bay, which Allingvi-
ken probably will]
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bara [only, merely, just] ‘ba-
ra’ can be used both in a con-
text where the purpose is to
tone down what is just said,
but also in connection to e.g.
quantity, ‘I have just two pair
of shoes’, where it is not con-
sidered a down toning word.

Example of when used as toning
town word/expression

‘jag ville bara klargora’

[Eng. I just wanted to clearify]
‘jag menade bara’

[Eng. I just meant]

Example of when not used as
toning town word/expression
‘men jag far bara en massa fel-
meddelande’

[Eng. but I just get a lot of error
messages]

Jag vet inte [Eng. I don’t
know].

‘Jag vet inte vad ni andra anser’
[Eng. I don’t know what all you
others think]

Undra [Eng. wonder (at
something)] ‘undrar’ could be
considered to just express an
uncertainty of something, but
in comparison with posing a
direct question ‘How big is
the risk...” and instead phras-
ing it ‘I wonder how big is
the risk’ it presents the person
posing it in a different man-
ner, more down toned.

‘Man kan undra hur mycket de
lutat informationen at det héllet
de sjalva tyckte verkade bast.’
[Eng. One can wonder how
much they directed the informa-
tion towards the direction they
thought were best]

vil [Eng. rather, maybe, only,

well] there is no precise
equivalent word in English to
‘val’. It has several meanings
where one can be compared
to the phrases it’,
‘doesn’t he’ and sometimes

the word ‘maybe’, the speak-

‘isn’t

er expect some kind of assur-

Example of when used as toning
town word/expression

Vi lagger fram vara forslag och
sen kan vil ndgon sammanstilla
det utifran diskussionen.’

[Eng. We put forward our sug-
gestions and then maybe some-
one can put it together on the
basis of the discussion]
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ance or acknowledgement of
what is said from the addres-
sees. Nevertheless, it can also
be used as an adverb, ‘han
gjorde det val’ [Eng. he did it
well].

Example of when not used as
toning town word/expression
‘for att sakerstilla att soporna
ar val kallsorterade’

[Eng. to ensure that the garbage
is well sorted]

skulle [Eng. should, would]
‘skulle’ is subjunctive and us-
ing ‘skulle’ instead of shall is
indicating how it could be
and not how it has to be or
how it is. Sometimes it is not
obvious that should signify
down toning, but by ex-
changing the should to a
more assertive form like
‘shall’ or ‘will’ it is possible to
notice that there is sense f
toning down in the use of

‘should’

‘Detta skulle resultera i att lak-
vattnet tringer ner igenom leran
och fororenar grundvattnet vid
ett eventuellt lickage.’

[Eng. This would result in leach
water penetratingdown thro-
ugh the clay and contaminated
the groundwater at a possible
leakage]

‘Detta skulle vara en riskfaktor
for djurlivet.

[Eng. This would be a risk fac-
tor for the animal life]

kinns [Eng. feels] Using the
word ‘kanns’ puts the validity
of the expression in connec-
tion with the feelings of the
author and not to something
objective or generally appli-
cable.

‘Aven om kommunala och stat-
liga foretag ofta har vinstkrav
pa sig sa kdnns de mer trovirdi-
ga 4n privata foretag’

[Eng. Although companies
owned by the municipal or gov-
ernment often are demanded to
be profitable they feel more
trustworthy than private com-
panies]

verkar [Eng. seem] When
used the author is not com-
pletely sure of the utterance
and wants to give room for
other opinions.

‘Det verkar som om Blackarp-
san inverkan 4r stor.’

[Eng. It seems as if the influence
of the Blackarp stream is great]
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lite [Eng. little, a bit,
some]’lite’ can be used either
to describe an amount of
something or in the purpose
of toning down what is said.
‘Lite’ was here regarded as an
expression of toning down
when it was used ‘unnecessa-
rily’, i.e. that the sentence
would have the same basic
meaning but where ‘lite’ was
used to reduce the strength of
the statement.

Example of when used as toning
town word/expression

‘Efter att ha last igenom det lite
snabbt verkar det bra, Malin.’
[Eng. After having read through
it a bit fast it seems good, Ma-
lin]

Example of when not used as
toning town word/expression
‘Hur kan det sen st att depone-
ring dr battre ur miljosynpunkt
nér sysav vill ha sa lite depone-
ring som mojligt.’

[Eng. How can it then be writ-
ten that deposition is better out
of the environmental view point
when we want as /ittle deposi-
tion as possible]

tinka [Eng. think, consider,
believe] ‘tinka’ can be used in
a number of ways, usually it
is used in the context ‘I
thought of you’ and it is then
not regarded as a toning
down word, when used in the
context of ‘I think” in connec-
tion with a statement it usual-
ly means I believe/think a
possible scenario will occur,
the word ‘tdnka’ then act as a
modal word. It is also com-
monly used like ‘T was think-
ing’ followed by any kind of
phrase, it then indicates there
being alternatives to what is
said.

Example of when used as toning
town word/expression

‘Tankte man kunde ga in pa de-
ras sida och se de olika soptipp-
forbranningsanlaggningar’

[Eng. Thought one could visit
their web-site and see the differ-
ent refuse plants]

Example of when not used as
toning town word/expression
‘det var battre att sitta den ute i
mossheden ddr man inte tinker
pa den dd den inte ligger nira
staden’

[Eng. it was better to put it out
in the moss where you don’t
think of as it is not close to the

city]
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Other expressions defined as
toning down

‘Om jag forstod det ratt’
[Eng. if T understood it cor-
rectly] ‘har jag fattat det som’
[Eng. that’s how I’'ve unders-
tood it] ‘men jag kan ju ha
fel’ [Eng. but I can be mista-
ken]’jag 4r inte helt siker’
[Eng. I'm not completely
sure] ‘Jag fick en knasig idé’
[Eng. I got a crazy idea] and
many more
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APPENDIX I

Summary tables of correlations irrespective of groups
Table 35. Quantitative communication space with respect to
background variables (ANOVA analyses with Eta Square)

Background No. of Words per Tot. no.  Init. disc.
variables contr. contr.  of words threads
Sex .009 .010 .009 .000
Lang. at home 057 .000 .041% .018
Country of birth .058** .000 .044* .016
Parents’ educ. .010 .020 .042 .004
Age” 108 116 .049 205%

*p<.05 **p<.01

Table 36. Verbal expressions with respect to background vari-

ables (ANOVA analyses with Eta Square)

Background Agree Disagree Request Tone
variables input down
Sex .011 .005 .005 .000
Lang. at home .002 .000 .034 .051*
Country of birth .001 .000 .055* .023
Parents’ educ. .016 .003 .002 .004
Age” .029 - 067 110 - 282%%

*p<.05 *Fp<.01

* Pearson correlation
* Pearson correlation
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Communication space with respect to background factors,

mean values

Table 37. Quantitative communication space with respect to age

group in combination with sex

Age Group  Sex No. of Words Tot. no. Init.
contr. per of words disc.

contr. thread

(%)

<25 years M Mean 11 84 819 16
N 33 33 33 33

F Mean 13 71 799 17

N 50 50 50 50

Tot Mean 12 76 807 17

N 83 83 83 83

=>25 years M Mean 15 67 780 24
N 21 21 21 21

F Mean 18 66 1145 24

N 41 41 41 41

Tot Mean 17 66 1022 24

N 62 62 62 62

Total M Mean 13 77 804 19
N 54 54 54 54

F Mean 15 68 955 20

N 91 91 91 91

Tot Mean 13 69 811 19

N 142 143 140 143
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Table 38. Verbal expressions with respect to age group in combi-
nation with sex

Age Group  Sex Percentage of contributions with
Agree Dis- Re- Tone
agree quest down

input

<25 years M Mean 34 15 19 63
N 33 33 33 33
F Mean 30 11 22 58
N 50 50 50 50
Tot Mean 31 13 21 60
N 83 83 83 83
=>25 years M Mean 30 11 23 45
N 21 21 21 21
F Mean 28 12 24 52
N 41 41 41 41
Tot Mean 29 11 24 50
N 62 62 62 62
Total M Mean 32 14 20 56
N 54 54 54 54
F Mean 29 12 23 5SS
N 91 91 91 91
Tot Mean 30 12 22 56
N 145 145 145 145
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Table 39. Quantitative communication space with respect to pa-

rental educational attainments in combination with sex

Parental educa- Sex No. Words Tot. Init.
tional attain- of per  no. of disc.
ments contr contr words thread
(%)

Nine-year M Mean 16 56 688 9
N 3 3 3 3

F Mean 10 54 527 29

N 7 7 7 7

Tot Mean 12 54 576 23

N 10 10 10 10

Upper seccond. M  Mean 15 71 1018 23
N 11 11 11 11

F Mean 15 74 1146 20

N 27 27 27 27

Tot Mean 15 73 1109 21

N 38 38 38 38

University M Mean 9 98 820 19
N 25 25 25 25

F Mean 16 63 956 19

N 42 42 42 42

Tot Mean 14 76 906 19

N 67 67 67 67

Total M Mean 11 87 866 20
N 39 39 39 39

F Mean 15 66 984 20

N 76 76 76 76

Tot Mean 14 73 944 20

N 115 115 115 115
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Table 40. Verbal expressions with respect to parental educational

attainments in combination with sex

Parental
educational
attainments

Nine-year

Upper second.

University

Total

Sex

Tot

Tot

Tot

Tot

Mean

Mean

Mean

Mean

Mean

Mean

Mean

Mean

Mean

Mean

Mean

Mean

Percentage of contributions with

Agree

21

26

24
10
32
11
34
27
33
38
36
25
28
42
31
67
34
39
30
76
31
115

Dis-
agree

12
3
9
7

10

10
8

11

14

27

12

38

16

25

10

42

12

67

13

39

12

76

12

115

Re-
quest
input
30
3
16
7
21
10
23
11
24
27
24
38
19
25
25
42
23
67
21
39
24
76
23

115

Tone
down

55
3
61
7
59
10
48
11
61
27
57
38
66
25
49
42
55
67
60
39
54
76
56
115
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Table 41. Quantitative communication space with respect to lan-

guage spoken at home in combination with sex

Language Sex No. of Words Tot. no. Init.
spoken at contr. per of words disc.
home contr. thread
(%)

Swedish M  Mean 12 83 850 21
N 37 37 37 37

F Mean 17 66 1094 21

N 58 58 58 58

Tot Mean 15 72 999 21

N 95 95 95 95

Other lang. M Mean 8 126 894 9
N 3 3 3 3

F Mean 10 64 594 15

N 20 20 20 20

Tot Mean 9 72 633 15

N 23 23 23 23

Total M  Mean 11 86 853 20
N 40 40 40 40

F Mean 15 65 966 20

N 78 78 78 78

Tot Mean 14 72 928 20

N 118 118 118 118
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Table 42. Verbal expression with respect to language spoken at
home in combination with sex

Language Sex Percentage of contributions with
;I:) le(:n at Agree Dis- Re- Tone
agree quest down

input

Swedish M  Mean 32 14 20 59
N 37 37 37 37
F Mean 31 11 27 57
N 58 58 58 58
Tot Mean 31 12 24 58
N 95 95 95 95
Other lang. M Mean 45 11 35 61
N 3 3 3 3
F Mean 27 12 12 43
N 20 20 20 20
Tot Mean 29 12 15 45
N 23 23 23 23
Total M Mean 33 13 21 59
N 40 40 40 40
F Mean 30 11 24 54
N 78 78 78 78
Tot Mean 31 12 23 55
N 118 118 118 118
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Table 43. Quantitative communication space with respect to coun-

try of birth in combination with sex

Country of Sex No. Words Tot. Initiate
birth of per  no. of disc.
contr contr words thread

(%)

Sweden M  Mean 12 86 889 21
N 37 37 37 37

F Mean 17 65 1049 21

N 65 65 65 65

Tot Mean 15 73 991 21

N 102 102 102 102

Other country M Mean 5 83 408 5
N 3 3 3 3

F Mean 9 68 573 16

N 12 12 12 12

Tot Mean 8 71 540 13

N 15 15 15 15

Total M Mean 11 86 853 20
N 40 40 40 40

F Mean 15 66 975 20

N 77 77 77 77

Tot. Mean 14 73 933 20

N 117 117 117 117
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Table 44. Verbal expressions with respect to country of birth in
combination with sex

Country of Sex Percentage of contributions with
el Agree  Dis- Re- Tone
agree quest down

input

Sweden M  Mean 33 14 21 58
N 37 37 37 37
F Mean 30 11 26 56
N 65 65 65 65
Tot. Mean 32 12 24 57
N 102 102 102 102
Other country M  Mean 33 8 17 71
N 3 3 3 3
F Mean 28 13 9 41
N 12 12 12 12
Tot. Mean 29 12 11 47
N 15 15 15 15
Total M  Mean 33 13 21 59
N 40 40 40 40
F Mean 30 11 24 54
N 77 77 77 77
Tot. Mean 31 12 23 56
N 117 117 117 117
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Summary tables of communication space with respect to
group composition
Table 45. Quantitative communication space with respect to

group composition, Pearson correlated, (*= p< .05, **= p<.01)

Group composition

Males in

group
(%)

Mean age
of group

Students
speaking
only
Swedish at

home (%)

Students
who are
born in
Sweden

(%)

Students
whose
parents
have uni-
versity
education

No
selection

F
selected

M
selected

No
selection

F
selected

M
selected

No
selection

F
selected

selected

No
selection

F
selected

M
selected
No
Selection

F
selected

M
selected

Pearson Correlation

No. of

contr.

-.184*

-.238%

-.039

258%*

2997 %

.189

2867

270%%

3267

155

159

.148

-.095

-.067

=55

Words
per

contr.

.068

-.035

138

.005

.050

-.062

-243%%

-.132

-418%%

-.288%*

-.192

-423%*

.077

.020

169

Tot.
no. of
words

_244%%
-321%*
-.004
.229%*
.283%**

.101

.045

-074

-.020

.015

-.003

-.050

-.030

-.022

-.072

Init.
disc.
threads
.009
-.027
.097
-.007
-.068
.133
044
.013
118
.017
.024

.004

-.012

-063

-175
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Table 46. Use of verbal expression with respect to group co-
position, Pearson correlated, (*= p<.05, **= p< .01)

Group composition Pearson Correlation

Agree Dis- Request Tone

agree input down
Males in No 357+ -.012 -.062 .002
e selection
(%) F 3564 059 -062  -.026
selected
M 325%  -.190 .002 .029
selected
Mean age of No .006 -.136 -.075 -.196*
e selection
F .003  -.105 -107 -.069
selected
M selected 010 -.192 004 -414%*
Students No 036 -.195* -.014 -.084
Sl selection
only Swedish F/ y 025 -.138 036 .002
at home (%) selecte
M 48  -299* -128 -232
selected
Students No 064 -.004 231% -.007
who are selection
born in F/ y 074  -.054 .300%* .090
Sweden (%) 7€
M .050 .078 .079 -163
selected
Students No -070  -.036 .093 -.001
whose par- selection
ents have F] y -006  -.124 -125 -.012
selecte
university
ducati M 152 112 011 019
education selected
(%)
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