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Abstract

An important objective of university education is to produce graduates who will be
leaders of a community, the nation, and the world. In today’s era of the internet and
globalisation, where discursive and rhetorical skills feature strongly in influencing public
opinion and mobilising social action, a leader needs to possess the ability to participate
effectively in pubic discourse, that is, communication in the public sphere that touches on
the concerns of the community and the world. This is true for leaders across all disciplines
and professions, business leaders included. This paper presents insights obtained from an
initiative carried out at Universiti Putra Malaysia where the online discussion board or
forum platform was used as a means to inculcate the skills of public discourse in English
through the online media. Practical aspects for the implementation of an online forum project
that include level of participation, use of English, moderation, public orientation, and affec-
tive barriers are also presented.

*Dr Chan Mei Yuit is a Senior Lecturer with the Faculty of Modern Languages and Commu-
nication of Universiti Putra Malaysia. She teaches courses in applied linguistics and English language
communication. Her areas of research are in discourse studies, English for specific purposes, e-Learn-
ing, and language acquisition.
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INTRODUCTION

Ability to engage in public discourse has
been regarded as an important skill pos-
sessed by leaders past and present. In
today’s era of the internet and globalisation,
where discursive and rhetorical skills fea-
ture strongly in influencing public opinionand
mobilising social action, a leader needs to
posses the ability to participate effectively
in pubic discourse, that is, communication
in the public sphere that touches on the con-
cerns of the community and the world. The
skill to articulate words that can engage,
convince, and move listeners to action have
been the hallmark of great leaders, at least
to the people or community led by them.

An important objective of higher edu-
cation is to produce potential leaders of a
community, a nation, or the world. To
achieve this lofty ideal, universities must
equip students with the requisite skills that
will enable them to be groomed into lead-
ers. Producing leaders who are able to ef-
fectively engage in public discourses should
no longer be left to chance, or availability of
inborn talent of students, but should involve
concerted effort on the part of universities
to provide appropriate training to cultivate
such talent.

Public discourse encompasses any kind
of spoken or written communication that en-
gages members of acommunity around top-
ics or issues that affect the world around
them (see Sellers, 2003). The notion is
closely related to Habermas’ conception of
the *public sphere’ where discussion on so-
cial and political issues by members of the
public is seen to exert influence on public
opinion which becomes a force to mobilise
action (Fraser, 1990). Thus, public dis-
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course, as a rhetorical act that shapes pub-
lic opinion (see Hauser, 1998) is an impor-
tant vehicle where citizen voices are heard
and the seeds of social change are sown
and nurtured. In many universities around
the world, public discourse, whether in the
oral or written mode is offered as a univer-
sity level course. The ability to participate
in public discourse is seen as an important
part of citizenship education (Brammer &
Wolter, 2008; Schattle, 2008) as well asan
essential leadership skill.

This paper presents the insights and les-
sons learnt from a project that was carried
out at Universiti Putra Malaysia where the
online discussion board or forum platform
was used as a means to inculcate the skills
of public discourse in English through the
online media in ESL (English as a second
language) students.

THE ONLINE FORUMAND PUBLIC
DISCOURSE

In recent times, an emerging discursive
space that has hosted much public discourse
and which has exerted a tremendous influ-
ence in the public sphere is the internet.
Online public discourses are able to reach
the various levels of public, from local com-
munity to national and worldwide audiences.
In Malaysia, in attesting to the power of dis-
courses on the internet to influence public
opinion and social action, the vice-chancel-
lor of a local Malaysian university proposed
that a course specifically to teach students
how to blog “ethically’ and ‘accurately’ be
offered at the university (see “UiTM sedia
tawar”, 2008).

While universities need not go to the
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extent of offering a full-fledged course on
blogging, I strongly believe that university
students should be exposed to the use of
the internet to engage in public discourse,
whether at the local community or cross-
national levels to learn the requisite skills a
future leader must have. Participation in
online discussions require ability to commu-
nicate and articulate one’s views in the writ-
ten mode. As such, the job of training stu-
dents in the use of language and expression,
aswell asin the interactional discussion skills
in a virtual community often falls on the
shoulders of language teachers, particularly
English language teachers, as most interna-
tional forums use English as the language of
participation. However, it is my contention
that to make substantive gains in forging such
skill as writing in English among students
whose native language is not English, uni-
versity lecturers across all disciplines should
incorporate the element of an online discus-
sion board in their respective courses to
mandate articulation of ideas by students in
the public sphere.

The project that has been implemented
in Universiti Putra Malaysia since the year
2008 involves 3,500 students a year, par-
ticipating in discussions on an online forum
platform. The students registered in small
groups whose discussions are moderated
by course instructors and student leaders.
The students learned very quickly that pri-
vate writing, as well as writing that is only
meant for the eyes of the examiner or lec-
turer, and public writing, require different
attention and a different set of skills and at-
titudes. The online discussions students par-
ticipate are expected to serve as training
ground for them to acquire the necessary
competencies to eventually become opin-
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ion leaders and competent participants in
global discourses.

Although this project was incorporated
asan ICT component in an English writing
course at the university, it was observed that
many non-English based courses had
started to include such initiatives as part of
the course requirements.

CONSIDERATIONS WHEN IMPLE-
MENTINGAN ONLINE FORUM

When designing an online forum com-
ponent for a course, there are several im-
portant considerations that shoud be taken
into account, if the online forum is to be ef-
fective in fostering public discourse abilities
among students.

When | presented the framework for
the Universiti Putra Malaysia forum project
in the International e-Learning Conference
held in Bangkok in 2008, I was informed
by several members of the audience that it
was difficult to get their Thai students to par-
ticipate in the online forums they had imple-
mented in their respective universities, as the
students were too shy to write in English. |
would like to follow up on that conference
presentation in this paper by sharing some
insights related to aspects of implementa-
tion that instructors need to think through
when initiating such a project.

Levels of Participation

The instructor has to decide on the level
of participation that is targeted. Students of
today are of the net generation that are all
too familiar with the internet. Most of them
have no problem using the internet for a



variety of purposes, especially for social
networking and information exchange (see
Figure 1). However, when it comes to seri-
ous discussion of ideas, where putting across
one’s ideas in a coherent stream of argu-
ment is required, many students fail miser-
ably. Figure 1 below illustrates the levels of
participation that online communication can
take. At Universiti Putra Malaysia, we ex-
pect students to move beyond social chat-
ting and the information exchange type of
communication (Levels 1 and 2), towards
the ability to discuss ideas with their peers
and to respond appropriately to questions
from forumers (Level 3).

All too often, online forums set up by
instructors that are meant to foster active
intellectual discussion regress into lower-or-
der levels of participation. It is not uncom-
mon for instructors to find their forums be-
ing used for the organising of social events
instead of the assigned intellectual discus-
sion on the ethics of stem cell research, for
example.

Also, in terms of language output, in-
structors may find students writing one-sen-

Discussion of Ideas

Information
Exchange

Level

Level

Level
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tence questions and answers, in which case
the objective of training students to write
extended argumentation will have been de-
feated. Thus, any implementation of online
forums should be carefully planned with
appropriate mechanisms to ensure that par-
ticipation by students remain at the targeted
level.

Language of Participation

It must be recognized that to participate
fully in discussions in the global arena, mas-
tery of writing in the English language isa
prerequisite. Public discourse that aims to
achieve a greater ‘reach’ beyond local
shores to international communities must
necessarily use English as its language of
communication. For students whose native
language is not English, writing in English is
aproblem that restricts their participation in
online discussions in the global communi-
ties. This does not mean, however, that they
should not try to overcome this problem.
Restricted or closed discussion groups within
acampus environment provide a safe place

3

At which level are the students?
2 At which level do we want the
students to be?

1

Figure 1: Online Communication: Levels of Participation
Source: Yap and Chan, 2009.
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for students to practice public writing. When
they are ready, they may be weaned into
more open discussion groups. Thus, it is
important that students begin their journey
of online public writing using the language
that will enable them to access trans-national
public discourses in the long term. Online
forums implemented in universities that aim
to produce potential world-class leaders
must consider making English the language
of participation.

Moderation

All online forums with a learning objec-
tive must be moderated. Suffice it to say
that no forum runs on auto-pilot. An instruc-
tor may find that none of his or her students
are participating at all, or students are not
participating at the required level. Rules of
participation must be clearly spelt out and
moderation tasks duly assigned either to in-
structors and selected students. Modera-
tors should be provided with adequate train-
ing so that they are able to perform their
job effectively. Itis the job of moderators

Wider public

Local
community

not only to keep the discussion going at the
targeted level of participation, but also to
ensure that rules are adhered to, and to deal
out ‘punishments’ such as warning, barring
and banning when necessary. From my own
experience, | have found there were some-
times hackers or intruders who entered the
discussion groups purely with the intention
of promoting their illegal wares such as por-
nographic materials and drugs. Thisisavery
serious problem that calls for vigilance on
the part of the I'T security officers, the mod-
erators and the students themselves. Stu-
dents have to be taught how to flag and re-
port inappropriate materials posted in the
forums. Above all, moderators must moti-
vate students to participate, facilitate inter-
actions between forumers by sometimes
playing the devil’s advocate, and give en-
couraging comments to students’ attempts
to communicate.

Public orientation

Inthe spirit of public discourse, an online
forum that aims to foster public discourse

Small group of
people with
shared interests

Figure 2: Example: Levels of Public Orientation
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skills must attempt to engage students on
issues of public importance. This means that
the issues thrown in for discussion in the
forum should be carefully planned such that
itencourages the highest level of public de-
bate. It is clarified, however, that there are
various levels of ‘public’, in the sense that
any group of people with shared interests
can be broadly regarded as ‘community’ or
‘public’.

Thus, instructors must decide at which
level of ‘public’ their students are ready for
and provide the level of public orientation
of issues that are appropriate for the stu-
dents. For example, a topic such as ‘the
economy of long-distance dating” may not
be atopic of national importance, but is rel-
evant to many university students whose
sweethearts are far away in their home-
towns. What instructors should be looking
out for is that discussions do not regress into
the purely personal and expressive domain.
In public discourse, we encourage reasoned
arguments with a view to engaging with the
community, for the benefit of all (see Flowver,
2008; Mathieu, 2005).

AFFECTIVE BARRIERS

Instructors need to understand that pub-
lic writing is not an easy task for students to
do. Apart from the technical skills of writing
and mastery of the English language, there
are affective or emotional factors that pose
as barriers to participation. This includes
apprehension towards writing, inability to
accept criticism or comments from peers,
having one’s writing and ideas judged by
the public, lack of confidence in expressing
one’s ideas in English, and so forth. While
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instructors should be sympathetic towards
their students, they should be aware that
participation itself is the best cure for fear
of participation. Sometimes, throwing stu-
dents into the deep end works well in help-
ing them overcome their fears and take the
first step into the world of public discourse.

For example, Figure 2 below shows the
feedback from a student in my writing class
who reported making progress in aspects
of the affective domain such as confidence
to participate, love of writing, and ease of
interaction with peers, despite her apparent
lack of proficiency in the English language.
Similarly, gains in confidence to write in
English are exemplified by the feedback
given by another student after one semester
of participation in the online forum (Figure
3), who stated: “The most wonderful thing
is that I wrote them all in totally and fully in
‘English’!! I never did any forum like this
before”.

These examples show clearly that lack
of English proficiency should not be a rea-
son for not participating, as the gains made
in the affective domain and the motivation
to communicate may yet provide the impe-
tus for these students to improve in their use
of English.

CONCLUSION

Public discourse skills are essential skills
for a leader. Regardless of disciplinary and
professional orientation, universities must
make concerted effort to inculcate such skills
in their students who are the future leaders
of the nation and the world. In teaching stu-
dents to communicate in the public sphere
using the online forum, universities are in
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essence providing their students with the
knowledge and skill to harness the use of
the ICT as a powerful medium of public dis-
course. Finally, it is hoped that more uni-
versity lecturers will take up the challenge
of training students in the skill of public dis-
course regardless of the field of expertise,
as leadership is honed across all areas of
knowledge.
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