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Abstract Abstract 
As an alliance of academics undertaking blended delivery, we have experienced the challenge of tailoring 
teaching strategies to different learning styles. Our teaching has evolved, moving from traditional didactic 
delivery to the utilisation of online technology to accommodate both academic and student expectations. 
The pressure to teach within constrained resources and issues presented from the COVID-19 pandemic 
has provided opportunities to optimise educational technology. We identified a gap in genuinely engaged 
online discussions, observing that pedagogic value was often obscure. This cross-sectional study 
investigated the opinions and experiences of undergraduate students in four health science online units 
where asynchronous discussion boards were linked to summative assessment. By assessing discussion 
posts, students may be motivated to participate further, with student engagement influenced through 
educator involvement, the discussion purpose and group interactivity. Whilst some students were critical 
of the value of asynchronous discussion boards, others positively viewed discussions as a platform for 
peer engagement and information sharing. Discussion boards can provide active learning experiences 
particularly for online students; however, effective educator involvement and online supportive teaching 
strategies and practices are crucial to pedagogical success. Based on the key findings from this study we 
propose implications for practice in a higher education context. 

Practitioner Notes Practitioner Notes 

1. Students provide valuable and insightful opinions regarding their discussion board 

experiences to be harnessed to improve higher education online learning and teaching 

practices. 

2. Post COVID-19, the need for coherent interfaces to deliver and impact upon positive 

student experiences and effective interactive dialogue is essential. 

3. Discussion board designers should consider the fit between unit learning outcomes and 

capability of students and educators to use technology interfaces to enhance student 

engagement. 

4. The role and influence of educators has a positive impact on student learning, perceptions 

of their experience and work readiness. 

5. Where student cohorts are diverse, representing different cultures, religions, nationalities 

and linguistic backgrounds, both educators and students should empathise with and 

venerate other learners. 

Keywords Keywords 
Asynchronous facilitated discussion, COVID-19 pandemic, blended learning, work readiness, student 
engagement. 
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Introduction 

Higher education (HE) has seen a progressive increase in literature investigating pedagogical 
use of asynchronous online discussion boards (hereafter discussion boards) and facilitated 
online discussion boards. The COVID-19 pandemic (hereafter the pandemic) has accelerated 
the need to utilise educational technology effectively. As we move into the third year living with 
the pandemic, people are craving the needs of connection, purpose, focus and hope (Kinash 
2021). Online discussion presents opportunities for addressing these demands. As educators, we 
prepare our discussion boards with forethought and planning. However, effectiveness is still 
often elusive (Douglas et al., 2020b). Kinash (2021, p. 9) presents student engagement as the 
threshold for learning, stating: “engagement requires reciprocal connection and means both that 
students are fully present in the university experience and compelled to contribute to 
communities within and beyond”. Similarly, Valenti et al. (2019) found that, within remote 
asynchronous contexts of online teaching, not all experiences, including those involving 
discussion boards, are effective in engaging students. The implications for practice are a fit 
between unit (subject) and course (degree) learning outcomes and the ability for educators to 
have a positive influence on desired pedagogical results, including student engagement, and 
learning outcomes. This research focussed on the benefits and challenges experienced by 
students during an academic semester. From the lessons learned, implications for teaching 
practices are made for improving teaching by moving toward higher student engagement and 
enhancing deeper disciplinary understanding.  

Within our online learning environments, we challenge our students to contribute through online 
discussion, thereby enhancing knowledge acquisition and influencing professional learning.  As 
practitioners, we have experienced gaps in understanding what is needed to develop a positive 
facilitated and assessed online discussion experience relevant to the international digital world. 

We explored student perceptions via an anonymous online survey to discern a comprehensive 
understanding of factors which motivated students to engage and their overall experience as 
online learners. We used open ended and reflective questions to generate qualitative, descriptive 
data on their experiences. Student perceptions of the value and influence of facilitated online 
discussion on student learning, to identify characteristics that support teaching practice were 
also investigated.  The aim of this study was to explore current literature on the impact and 
student perceptions of online facilitated discussions and provide suggestions to reduce the 
negative impacts of discussions through online-supportive practices. 

The research questions to address the aims of this research were: 

1. What are the challenges and issues experienced by our students during online 
discussion? 

2. What are the positive learning practices and outcomes experienced by our students 
during online discussion? 

3. How do students believe we can improve their online discussion board experience and 
outcomes?  

4. From the literature, our experiences as educators and student perceptions, what are the 
implications for teaching practice to improve the student experience of online 
discussion? 

Literature Review 

Sankey (2022) discussed the state of Australasian online higher education post the COVID-19 
pandemic and stressed that online teaching technology has been available for over 20 years. 
However, the pandemic has resulted in immediate challenges for most educational organisations 
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changing HE by halting face-to-face classes and super-speeding online learning and teaching 
(Douglas et al., 2020b). Langford and Damsa (2020) discussed the pandemic online teaching 
experiences and the acceleration of digital engagement for learning and teaching activities, 
estimating that such a transitional process would normally take 15 years. As we move beyond 
2022, educational responses to the pandemic will continue to propel online learning and 
teaching, including the use of asynchronous discussion boards. 

Online discussion boards: Current practice and environment 

Educators generally seek out technology support from academic developers, educational 
designers and technologists to assist with the complexity of relationships between teaching and 
learning practices (Cowling 2022). Educators can be part of improving teaching practice to 
embrace technologies in the context of a global post-pandemic higher education sector.  

Earlier studies have explored the perspectives of students and facilitators in discussion boards, 
and have related perceptions of satisfaction to one or more features of online discussion. These 
aspects include the structure of the forums, the level and type of interaction between educators 
and students and, the quality of discussion content (Ladyshewsky, 2013; Douglas et al., 2020b). 
Interactive discussion boards are important tools to foster student engagement. They enable 
student-student and student-teacher communication and collaboration, particularly if linked to 
assessment, and may promote development of critical thinking (Johnson & Johnson, 1986). 
Furthermore, effective social, teaching and cognitive presence promotes meaningful 
interactions in the online environment (Keengwe et al., 2013). This position is being questioned 
as more educators use discussion boards and debate the merits of assessing student participation 
along with the purpose of utilising discussion boards as part of their pedagogy.  The  pandemic 
has increased the  uptake and stated purposes of discussion in HE units. Douglas et al. (2015) 
studied the question of whether to assess online discussions and found that engagement in 
discussion boards was influenced by several factors, particularly assessment. Assessing student 
discussions did motivate participation yet students may still engage in discussions simply to 
fulfil the assessment requirements and not enrich their learning. However, the value of 
interaction between students cannot be underestimated (Dennen, 2005). 

Key researchers (Gregory, 2015; Da Silva, 2018) have reported discussion boards can be an 
effective learning tool for online students, with participation enhanced if online discussions are 
linked to assessment. Students tend to interact more in the first semester, diminishing as time 
passes and the most prominent reason to participate seems to exist when discussion boards are 
assessed (Gregory, 2015; Da Silva, 2018). The use of blended delivery modes including 
interactive discussion boards in online learning suggests such boards can be important tools to 
foster student engagement (Baldwin & Sabry, 2003). Investigation of online learning frequently 
centres on the usefulness of discussion boards since it is commonly a core component in online 
learning management design and course delivery as a key online communication tool (Hew et 
al., 2010). Collins et al. (2001) add motivation to the knowledge/learning/transfer paradigm and 
considered learners favour incentives for attending to relevant aspects of the situation and for 
responding appropriately. 

In the discussion board environment, the role of online instructors is to enable peer interactivity 
and facilitate learning rather than the direct teaching of course materials (Thompson & Ku, 
2006). Facilitation needs to be fit-for-purpose and ideally enable student-centred discussions 
rather than facilitator-centred discussions (Nickel, 2002). One response is to utilise student 
facilitation to enhance peer learning and student understanding (Seo, 2007; Gilbert & Dabbagh, 
2005). If managed effectively by an instructor, peer facilitation can be successful (Ng et al., 
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2012), as can instructor facilitation (Hew, 2015). However, both instructor and peer facilitation 
require strategies to enable active online discussion, depending on the learning context 
(Beaudin, 1999; Hew, 2015; Lang, 2000). For example, educators can enable knowledge 
construction by regularly posting to enhance student learning outcomes (Ghadirian & Ayub, 
2017). 

The asynchronous nature of discussion boards means online educators cannot tangibly visualise 
their students compared to face-to-face teaching. As such, it is challenging to identify which 
students are struggling and how to support them. Shaw (2019) suggested designing the course 
through scaffolding to meet diverse needs. Scaffolding is an instructional method that 
progressively moves students toward greater independence and understanding during the 
learning process.  

To understand this concept, Shaw invites us to consider how a builder uses scaffolding to gain 
new heights by noting that instructional scaffolding helps students navigate coursework and 
accomplish tasks.  Scaffolding is influenced by Vygotsky’s (1978) concept of the zone of 
proximal development, based on three aspects of the learning process (Vygotsky, Cole et al, 
1978).  These are what the learner: 

• Cannot do; 
• Can do with assistance; 
• Can do unaided. 

Vygotsky considered scaffolding as the role of teachers and others in supporting the learner’s 
development. Vygotsky’s scaffolding is a teaching method that uses instructors and more 
advanced peers to help students learn. Raymond (2000) saw this as the learning students can be 
helped to achieve with competent assistance.  Scaffolded instructions can minimize the level of 
frustration of the learner (Van der Stuyf, 2002).  

Examples of  scaffolds may include models, cues, prompts, hints, partial solutions and direct 
instruction (Hartman, 2002). Scaffolding means a process of setting up the learning situation to 
build up a student until he/she has adequate skills to manage independently (Boonmoh, A. & 
Jumpakate, 2019). Hence, facilitated online discussion can progressively move students toward 
greater independence and understanding.  

Student perceptions and experiences of discussion board involvement and 

engagement 

Discussion boards are often linked to assessment as a strong incentive for students to participate 
(Choi & Tsang, 2015). Pena-Shaff et al. (2005) reported student attitudes to online discussions 
alternated from enthusiastic to hostile; some students considered discussions as a chore lacking 
substance or meaning. These authors also reported that some students rebelled against the 
assessment incentive, which they viewed as burdensome, with some students exhibiting 
resentment at forced participation. A clear purpose of a discussion board is essential for student 
engagement (Gregory, 2015) with identifiable student outcomes (Steen, 2015). 

Students' understanding of the purpose or the value of contributing online is a factor influencing 
satisfaction (Lee & Tsai, 2011). Hew et al. (2010) noted how discussion boards support active 
learning and higher-order thinking; however, they still reported that active engagement in online 
discussions is often minimal. Hew et al. (2010) reviewed 50 empirical studies and determined 
that one of the major reasons for narrow student contributions is not knowing the need for 
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discussions. Furthermore, whether postings were assessed or not, students valued a facilitator 
to direct the discussion.  

Discussion boards provide a virtual site for student collaboration (Hall, 2015). Students perceive 
online discussions can provide valuable information, adapting to their needs and enhancing their 
learning (Christensen et al., 2018). Therefore, student disengagement with discussions boards 
may be related to facilitation (Northover, 2002; Ladyshewsky, 2013).  Students respond well to 
facilitation of discussions and, as such, instructor facilitation energises learning quality and 
student satisfaction in an online course (Ladyshewsky, 2013).  Disengagement may also be 
related to the ambiguous nature of discussion postings and the limited ability of students to 
construct knowledge through online discussion (Lander, 2014).  The greater the level of student 
engagement, the higher the perceived value of asynchronous discussions (Northover, 2002; 
Pena-Shaff et al., 2005) and online collaboration is known to enhance academic performance 
(Kelly et al., 2010). Within an online classroom, thoughtful and personal discussions have also 
been shown to clearly enable deep learning and critical thinking through collaboration (Johnson, 
2015). 

One aspect of questioning effectiveness of online discussion is the reality that some students 
may simply read posts rather than actively participate. Dennen (2005) calls this behaviour 
‘lurking’ and recognises that the student may have read and absorbed but not contributed to 
active discussion. Other educators (Tsiotakis & Jimoyiannis 2016) do not consider lurking as a 
lack of engagement. Researching student perceptions of online learning and discussion board 
assignments, Forman (2018, p. 14) found that interaction is “the most critical component” of 
successful online teaching, irrespective of the format in which interaction occurs. Student 
interactions are often essential to achieve positive learning outcomes (Ebrahimi et al., 2016; 
Tichavsky et al., 2015). 

Badawy (2012) investigated student opinions of discussion boards to foster cooperation among 
students, and to answer their questions or concerns highlighting peer connections. In this study 
students commented that: “someone can post answers that are not perfect but still he/she knows 
better than I do”; and “in the boards, I ask general questions to draw from the knowledge of the 
entire class rather than focusing all questions to TA's (teaching assistants) and the professor” 
(Badawy, 2012, p. 5). These comments highlighted that key peer-peer communication and 
connections can develop within an online discussion board environment. Within remote 
asynchronous context, use of facilitators promotes student engagement, to draw out knowledge 
and understanding of issues relevant to learning outcomes and current industry practice 
(Douglas et al., 2020a). 

Ghadirian and Ayub (2017) found that facilitating communication was fundamental for 
influencing participation. Their results suggested that students participate more with high 
quality facilitator contributions. The effectiveness of facilitation is professionally researched in 
certain areas such as teacher education (Ajayi, 2009; Biesenbach-Lucas, 2003; Lim & Cheah, 
2003; Rodas, 2016). In a health context, the perspectives of facilitators and students as to the 
effectiveness of asynchronous online discussion boards are not as well known (Thomas, 2013), 
but recognised as important in interprofessional education (Evans et al., 2014; Hanna et al., 
2013). 

Douglas et al. (2015) demonstrated students required discussion posts that were engaging and 
fit-for-purpose, with facilitation enabling this activity to occur. A strategy for doing so is 
proposed by Gernsbacher (2016, p. 4), having hosted nearly 5000 online discussion forums, 
suggested facilitators need to prompt the discussion with action verbs such as find, explain, or 
identify and, that embedding preparatory links to each discussion forum deters parachuting into 
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the discussion. Discussion boards can be highly beneficial to teacher-student interactions. 
Martin (2014) found that educators utilising discussion boards estimate that their student 
interaction with students can be up to three times longer than with face-to-face students. It has 
also been found that facilitating discussions effectively while having the benefits of fostering 
both social and teacher presence, is time-intensive (Thomas & Thorpe, 2019) but does provide 
essential teacher-student connections to facilitate learning.  

Student diversity and implications for the teaching context 

Students attend university to learn their chosen career paths or develop and enhance their 
employability skills. Many of our students are already employed and can bring this experience 
to the discussion, which may assist those students who are school leavers, lacking substantial 
work experience. Therefore, education and educators must recognise the realities of working 
with, and embracing diversity. Diversity can also be appreciated in the changing holistic nature 
of students. Kinash (2021) recognises that students have more complex lives than previous 
generations, as current students are often simultaneously maintaining jobs, attending to families 
and have concerns over financial matters.  

Reflecting on our research and development as educators, we value the rich diversity of our 
student cohorts.  Online discussion brings together educators and learners with a vibrant 
resource of outlooks and experiences upon which to scaffold learning.  Student and educator 
diversity enriches discussion and is pivotal to learning in the new technology driven space of 
curriculum delivery. Our rationale for undertaking this research is to assist an international 
audience to undertake effective online discussion.  This is sharpened by how the pandemic has 
changed higher education by super-speeding online learning and teaching (Douglas et al., 2020), 
enabling a renewed, even nuanced focus to adapt to change and design, enabling, dynamic and 
fit-for-purpose discussion boards.  

Methodology 

The initial project team comprised staff members from different faculties and institutes of the 
university, each with an interest in improving teaching practice in an online environment.  Most 
of the project team have worked at other Australian institutions and were able to bring individual 
and collective perspectives of up to thirty-two years of online teaching and learning. 

This study was part of a larger research project, exploring the perspectives of students, educators 
and on-line facilitators regarding engagement in discussion boards. The larger study explored 
two principal areas: firstly, whether introducing facilitation and assessment in online 
discussions shaped student perceptions of satisfaction with, and level of participation in 
discussions; and secondly, what enhanced student learning and engagement from educators’ 
perspectives. Our emphasis was on improving student learning whilst maximising outcomes of 
individual and collective teaching. Research ethics approval was obtained for this study 
(H0013544).  

This study focussed on student opinions of the usefulness of discussion boards utilised as a key 
assessment item sociology or health science units (subjects). To gather primary data in a non-
contrived setting, undergraduate students from one of four units were invited to participate by 
completing an anonymous online survey. Two units utilised discussion boards as an assessment 
task in the unit, (10% of the overall assessment was determined by discussion board 
participation), with clear assessment criteria (rubric) provided to the students. These two units 
adopted a mechanism of online discussion involving active participation of facilitators. 
Discussions were supported by narrated lectures, videos, along with required and optional 
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readings. This was implemented in response to negative student feedback on un-facilitated 
discussions, which were incorporated into the unit with no assessment weighting. It was hoped 
that the facilitated and assessed approach would engage student learning.  

In the other two units, discussion boards were used as online communication tools for formative 
feedback purposes. Discussions also assisted students in other written assessment items in units.  

The student cohort is a mixture of part-time and full-time students. The units are fully online or 
blended and offered to students studying mainly health -related courses (both undergraduate and 
post-vocational). Whilst most students are located on-campus some students (such as 
paramedics) are located throughout Australia in urban and rural locations, occasionally studying 
remotely. In addition, the paramedic students are often vocationally trained, mature aged 
students with diverse prior learning and life experiences, compared to the on-campus students 
who are mainly school leavers. This, along with typical cohort differences such as gender and 
ethnicity, may impact on the individual participation of students in online discussions. The 
students were diverse across the units, ranging from school leavers to experienced professionals, 
including national and international distance education and on-campus students representing a 
range of cultural experiences.   

Respondents were recruited by email to participate in an anonymous online survey, with two 
reminders sent at two-week intervals. The authors designed the survey questions to elicit both 
quantitative and qualitative data. The first set of questions gathered information on the factors 
which motivated students to engage using online discussion boards and their overall experience 
as learners. The second group of questions were qualitative. This study focuses on the qualitative 
data collected. Questions were reflective and open-ended, designed to generate descriptive data 
on student experiences and asked about students’ proficiency and how they used discussion 
boards for learning (Table 1). Two researchers coded responses independently (Braun & Clarke, 
2006) and then cross-checked to ensure rigour. Themes emerged from the thematic analysis 
(Braun & Clarke, 2006). 

  
Table 1 

Reflective survey questions 

 Question 

1. In your own words can you explain the purpose of being in a discussion group?   
 

2. Which discussion did you find the most engaging?  Please explain. 
 

3. Which discussion did you find the least engaging?  Please explain. 
 

4. Please provide any feedback to improve the facilitation of online discussions. 
 
5. If you have any other comments about online discussions, please provide them here. 

 
 

Results 

Participants reported a variety of experiences.  Students surveyed were enrolled in an 
undergraduate health science or sociology unit where discussion boards were utilised as either 
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an assessment item (assessed) or a formative learning tool (non-assessed). Seventy-eight 
students completed the survey representing a conservative sample (15%) of the total cohort. We 
found the qualitative comments of those participating to be informative and insightful, therefore 
relevant for unit design and assessment strategies. Table 2 presents the themes gleaned from 
responses.  

Table 2 

Themes identified from student survey responses 

Themes Exemplars 
Moderation to provide group etiquette 
boundaries for topics and minimise ‘over-
sharing’ of personal information 

Initially, I would say better moderation – so 
many posts are irrelevant or off topic 

Steer the topics and prevent students from 
discussing too many personal issues 

I found it frustrating when topics become 
based on personal experience rather than the 
perspective of the issue 

I would have participated more if the lecturer 
was involved to keep the content of 
discussions on the right track 

Promote engagement: 
Common expectations 
Compulsory 
Assessed 
 
 

I like the idea of everybody having to start a 
discussion and also having to reply 
 
Make them compulsory and you will see 
much more activity 
 
The compulsory discussion is the most 
engaging because everyone seems to 
participate 
 
Assessing posts would encourage students to 
participate, then they would learn how 
valuable posts can be 
 
By marking you got a higher quality response 
 

Promote engagement by  
understanding different styles of learners 

More moderation may scare people off who 
are posting 
 
Don’t force people to do it 
 
Anonymous posting in all post boards  
 
It allows students to be in charge of their own 
learning 
 
To help match up ideas and opinions and 
bring new ones to the table 
 

7

James et al.: Student experiences of online discussion: Improving teaching practice



Opportunities to be guided, clarify and 
receive feedback from ‘others’, opportunity 
to compare, so acknowledge own progress  

Clarification, feedback and opportunity for 
sharing by others is valued 

Comparing individuals answers to gain better 
understanding, and assisting each other 
 
To ask questions and have peers answer that 
question to the best of their ability and/or 
give you advice as to here to look for the 
answer 
 
I did read them all and found for the majority 
that they were very helpful with my studies 

Virtual community is valued 
Common understanding of group purpose 

It gives students a way of interaction on a 
given topic without having to gather together 
in the same place and time 

To be able to have contact with other students 
to share ideas as we do not have access to on 
campus tutorials 

It engages the students really well, especially 
online students who obviously lack face to 
face interaction 

 

The themes discussed below were derived from analysis of the data. 

Discussion  

The pandemic has highlighted ways in which more traditional educators can energise their 
teaching and assessment practices. As educators, we encourage colleagues to engage in 
meaningful collaborative teaching via online discussion which may be facilitated and assessed. 
Students identified various experiences which reflected the diversity of the student cohort 
(Table 2). Our research questions focussed on the positive and negative learning practices and 
outcomes during online discussions arising from the themes identified. 

Group etiquette boundaries and over-sharing of personal information 

Discussion boards presented an opportunity for students to make a personal point, but not 
necessarily remain neutral. Some students focused on personal issues rather than content or the 
topic being discussed. The theme of needing educator moderation or facilitation to provide 
boundaries for topics and minimise ‘over-sharing’ of personal information, especially where the 
personality and opinions of students dominated was identified. Students noted that they would 
have participated more had the discussion remained on-track. Therefore, skilful educator 
involvement and facilitation is essential to keep discussion linked to unit content.  

Boundaries are useful for forming collective understanding of purpose and desired educational 
outcomes.  Online discussion is about relationships - these relationships achieve outcomes more 
effectively when expectations are clearly defined at the beginning of the semester and 
throughout the discussion needs and boundaries.  One boundary might include appropriate 
terminology - part of adhering  to this ‘rule’ might include avoiding the use of endearment with 
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students and keeping the voice of communication professional – free from abbreviations and 
emoticons.  

Boundaries are rules or guidelines that formulate our discussion as to what is acceptable and 
what is not.  An example of a guideline might incorporate a ‘discussions etiquette’ paragraph 
among other advice and expectations for online discussion. 

The literature advocates that the role of online instructors is to enable peer interactivity and 
facilitate learning (Thompson & Ku, 2006). Facilitation needs to be fit-for-purpose and ideally 
enable student-centred discussions (Nickel, 2002). We consider that this is where incorporating 
etiquette guidelines can assist to enhance the discussion environment and experience. 

Promoting engagement through assessment  

Compulsory posts linked to assessment was a key theme. The literature shows that discussion 
boards are often linked to assessment as a strong incentive for students to participate (Choi & 
Tsang, 2015). Participation in discussions is critical to maximise student learning when 
participation is assessed, and assessment of asynchronous discussion postings is recognised as 
an essential component of best practice (Berry, 2008). By making discussions compulsory, 
students felt that the discussion was more engaging because everyone participated providing a 
richer discussion.   

By assessing posts, students were required to be a part of an online community who collectively 
interacted to enhance and support peer learning. The overall response was that by making posts 
compulsory the group was more engaged and students might realise that discussion can be 
valuable. Depending on how many posts are assessed, students can receive incremental 
feedback from educators building their posts and enhancing their online learning.   This finding 
is consistent with authors who have reported discussion boards can be an effective learning tool, 
with participation enhanced if online discussions are linked to assessment (Gregory, 2015, Da 
Silva, 2018). 

A further insight is the concept of fear of missing out (FOMO). Whilst FOMO applies generally 
to social media it may have a broader application to educational technologies designed to 
connect students and educators.  Research suggests that individuals are twice as affected by 
loses that they are by gains (SCLHealth.org). Alabri (2022) considered FOMO as a feeling – as 
stress caused by a compulsive concern that one is missing an opportunity for a rewarding 
experience. Linking participation to assessment may address FOMO. 

Accommodating different learning styles and experiences 

The literature identified that educators could enable knowledge construction by regularly 
posting to enhance student learning outcomes (Ghadirian & Ayub, 2017). The opportunity to 
promote engagement through understanding different learning styles evolved as a theme.  This 
theme presents challenges and opportunities for teaching staff to set questions, facilitate, and 
control discussions. This control requires adapting to those learners who respond well to 
sequentially learning, or those that are deductive thinkers and prefer to go from general concepts 
through to more specific concepts. 

Reflective learners might enjoy a more complex issue with time to think through their response 
whereas intuitive learners may work well from a conceptual or theory stance. The option to be 
anonymous is also favourable among some students (Roberts & Rajah-Kanagasabai, 2013) and 
is certainly applicable in discussion boards that are non-assessed and formative. An example 
where this may promote engagement comes from one of the authors of this study who facilitates 
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postgraduate student teams to write strategic organisational plans.  A discussion board can allow 
anonymous questions and some students find the anonymity of this forum preferable to asking 
in a face-to-face class which contains mature age students that have industry experience. 

Shaw (2019) built upon Vygotsky’s (1978) work, noting that scaffolding as the role of teachers 
and others in supporting the learner’s development. We believe that scaffolding by educators 
enables students to move progressively towards greater independent learning and 
understanding.    

Experienced online education practitioners understand the difficulty in accommodating 
different learning styles and changing the presentation of unit content to match the audience.  
There is a substantial lag in communication where effective learning is the ability to have two-
way communication between educators and students. Whilst this communication raises student-
to-educator challenges, there is also the lack of student-to-student communication which face-
to-face students appreciate. Without this interaction, online education would serve only as a 
medium of information transfer rather than active learning. Online discussion, however, allows 
students to voice questions, comments, and frustrations in a safe environment (Correia and 
Baran, 2010; Douglas et al., 2020a). Some students may be enrolled as international students 
and are not studying in their first language. An online environment provides an opportunity for 
the students to consider their posts and the posts presented by other students and the educator 
in a timelier manner. Additionally, international students can spend time understanding the posts 
as there is less pressure to respond rapidly in an asynchronous environment. 

Clarification and feedback 

Discussion boards enabled clarification, feedback and sharing with others – these activities were 
valued. The perception of the benefits of discussion boards was that off-campus students found 
online learning enabled them to get involved with the unit and feel part of a class as if they were 
in a classroom. This perception reflects the findings of Gernsbacher (2016) who also found that 
many students prefer online to face-to-face discussion, most likely because they  can 
communicate, pause or reflect at a convenient time and place. 

Further, the value of the virtual community, providing an interface between the face-to-face 
experience and that of distance students who usually lack rich interaction was recognised . 
Online students enjoyed the opportunity to prevent isolation and enable comparison with other 
students so that they could determine if they were on-track with their learning. As educators, 
we viewed/found this theme as students being able to construct their knowledge through 
dialogue and debate with peers as well as teaching staff. This finding implies timely feedback 
from peers rather than having to wait for formal feedback from educators is valued. 

The virtual community is valued/common understanding of group purpose 

Students indicated that they valued the virtual community and the inherent asynchronous nature 
of online discussion. Online students valued the opportunity to interact with students attending 
on-campus tutorials taking the opportunity to engage where they have previously lacked 
interaction. The flexibility provided by asynchronous discussions enabled enhanced student 
learning irrespective of their mode of attendance. Discussion boards can be designed to enable 
the participation of students who would normally feel inhibited to engage in face-to-face 
discussions in a traditional classroom setting (Dengler, 2008). 

For distance education students, online discussion provided a platform to connect and exchange 
with others providing an avenue to navigate through the unit content.  As educators we 
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understand that online discussion can assist with the tyranny of distance and be is some form an 
education support system.  

An unexpected theme that emerged from analysis, was that students enjoyed mutual 
understanding of group purpose allowing students to oversee their own learning; comparing and 
contrasting ideas and opinions and ‘bring new ones to the table’.  Our students are diverse; some 
with industry experience and this had a collateral benefit to those students new to the profession. 
Students can bring the value of their own professional identity (knowledge and beliefs, attitudes 
shared across a profession) from the workplace as a health care practitioner to the classroom. 
The literature identifies the growing diversity of students. Kinash (2021) recognises that 
students have more complex lives than previous generations, as current students are often 
simultaneously maintaining jobs, attending to families and have concerns over financial matters. 
Diversity can also be appreciated in the changing holistic nature of students. 

Students appreciated the autonomy of their learning and the opportunity to compare, 
acknowledge own progress and be guided, clarify and receive feedback from others. Students 
may even tackle topics together that they would not be able to explore in their own. While the 
potential learning benefits online collaborative and group purpose can be significant, 
discussions need to be supervised or facilitated by educators to stay on-track and promote 
meaningful progression of the discussion and collaboration (Delahunty, 2018; Douglas et al., 
2020a; Evans et al., 2020). 

Strategies identified for discussion board improvement 

Students highlighted a genuine need for effective facilitation of discussion boards to enhance 
student engagement and the learning experience. This guidance enables students to be aware of 
the purpose of the discussions and to keep the discussions ‘on topic’ and relevant. Facilitation 
is often highlighted as important for effective online discussions (Khoshnevisan & Rashtchi, 
2021) and so facilitator training in online discussions is essential as part of the effective 
discussion board planning and implementation (Aloni & Harrington, 2018; Douglas et al., 
2020a). 

Non-assessed discussion board posts can be set up to be either anonymous or authored. If 
assessment is linked to the discussions, then authors need to be identified, but there are situations 
in which author identity is not important and so anonymous posts can be utilised. This lack of 
identification is favourable for a number of students who feel safe posting in an anonymous 
group (Roberts & Rajah-Kanagasabai, 2013). Acceptance of anonymous posts should always 
be factored into the discussion board design. 

Student ownership of discussions was also identified as favourable. Opportunities to start and 
contribute to discussions enhances online communication and enables students to be valued as 
part of the online learning community. In discussion board design, it is imperative that educators 
identify ways in which discussion questions can be posted as well as answered by students to 
enable active learning and engagement (Hudson, 2014). Engagement may be achieved by 
utilising compulsory online discussion early in a unit that involves answering and asking a 
simple question relevant to the subject content, to create a related discussion thread.  

Our study indicates that thoughtfully designed discussion can enable a renewed, nuanced 
teaching focus applicable to communicating in an international digital world. Within this 
environment, online discussion must be well structured with learning objectives, assessment 
guidelines and educators adequately prepared and trained to enable equitable marking where 
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discussion is assessed.  Importantly, the criteria used to assess must be articulated clearly 
through marking rubrics. 

Implications for teaching practice 

This study has immediate application to university learning and teaching practice, and provides 
clear strategies for educational applications. The context and elements of discussion boards in 
many aspects differ from more traditional approaches to teaching. Based on the findings of our 
study, we argue that the distinctive nature of discussion leads to specific graduate skills and 
knowledge derived from the flexible and the dynamic teaching approach achieved.  

The super-speeding of educator skills throughout the management of the pandemic (Douglas et 
al., 2020b), now gives impetus to use online discussion for harnessing ideas and experiences of 
our students. Online discussion brings together diverse cohorts having opinions and experiences 
upon which to scaffold learning. This is a delightful and unique opportunity for a nuanced focus 
to adapt to change and design engaging, dynamic and fit-for-purpose discussion boards, which 
can be directed toward an international audience. These opportunities include: 

 
1. Effective online discussion provides consecutive opportunities to reinforce and apply 

knowledge. Students are systematically taught critical thinking. Subsequently, students 
ask questions of each other providing timely feedback on their input with educators 
guiding discussions and responses. This back-and-forth conversation contrasts with 
being lectured to, enabling scaffolded learning. We also envisage potential for a 
reduced tendency to plagiarise as educators and students interact building connections 
whilst offering alternatives experiences. This is evident from our literature review and 
discussion resulting from the original work of Vygotsky (1978).  

2. Student posts are more analytical as they work through, draft and edit the discussion 
material before posting. Active learning which is inherent in discussion boards 
provides a platform (online space) upon which to practice unit and industry skills. 
Independence in thinking learnt during discussion, using discipline-specific 
terminology, which can be transferred and applied to work environments. Similarly, 
scaffolding of learning can impact upon and target the achievement of graduate 
outcomes.  

3. Online discussion supports and facilitates active student-centred learning and can 
enable teaching strategies for multiple learning styles. Effective learners can see how 
they may assist in a mentoring or teaching capacity. This fits the response to utilise 
student facilitation to enhance peer learning and student understanding (Seo, 2007)  
This skill can be transferred to work environments as online discussion targets the 
development of self-directed learning skills. 

4. Less confident students are exposed to the learning processes of effective learners, thus 
encouraging engagement and learning from each other. This is in keeping with the 
work of Hall (2015) as discussion boards provide a virtual site for student 
collaboration. Students are enabled to explore their own propositions, promoting 
practices consistent with skill development as life-long learners. 

5. Opportunities arise for harnessing student and educator diversity. This provides 
more nuanced online conversation, leading to fresh ways of thinking about our 
teaching, assessment strategies and unit content.  

6. There are assessment decisions to be made in parallel with the implications discussed 
above. For example, the focus of learning, student numbers and size of per discussion 
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group and number of facilitators will influence the type of assessment effectively 
implemented. Comprehensive marking rubrics have a significant role with the criteria 
clearly communicated to students. 

7. Through experience and  outcomes of this study we also identify some challenges 
which can be seen as opportunities to be addressed. We recognise that all students are 
not self-directed. Some students may not undertake the prescribed learning activities 
before commencing discussions. This behaviour might lead to reduced levels of 
participation and engagement. These students may subsequently fall behind the unit 
schedule and be at-risk of failure. In contrast, students that are well prepared may feel 
that they are carrying those that are unprepared. Some students may view discussion 
as simply more homework, leading to an extra workload rather than an effective 
learning tool.  This perception may be linked to previous negative experiences. 

Study limitations  

Online learning is one of the fastest growing learning strategies in HE, driven by the need to be 
physically distanced to reduce transmission of COVID-19 during the pandemic.  Use of 
discussion boards continues as a pedagogical debate and this study has relevant outcomes and 
suggestions. This study, while providing useful insight into student opinions, has a low sample 
size and was confined to surveying students during one semester. As this study reports on the 
experiences in one pedagogical context, the findings should be viewed as indicative rather than 
establishing an empirical evidence base. 

Implications for future research 

Changes in HE are reflected in the design and implementation of degree courses and individual 
units or subjects. Discussion boards can assist to meet learning outcomes through non-
traditional learning strategies, providing opportunities to develop deeper student learning. The 
authors envisage a new threshold for online discussion with opportunities to energise students 
and produce desirable graduate attributes as students engage in online learning more often. 
Discussion boards are able to provide this edge. More application of this form of teaching is 
required for future research opportunities examining skill development, scaffolding, levels of 
engagement and application to the work environment.  
 
Another potential area for future research is in the usability of learning management systems 
(LMS). Students found using the university’s LMS was problematic. A related area of potential 
research is learner intent – that is the influence of the effort by the student based on their 
commitment and desire to learn. Are they enrolled just to pass the unit or to enhance their 
learning? It would also be relevant to investigate if educators viewed technology as just a tool 
rather than an embedded part of the learning process. 

Conclusion 

The use of discussion boards continues to grow, with HE needs and responses to changing 
traditional teaching super-speeded through the pandemic, along with the importance of 
developing students’ critical thinking. The ability to effectively incorporate online discussion 
boards into HE learning, is an evolving challenge. Findings of this study indicated that 
continuance in improving integration of asynchronous discussion into curriculums can enable 
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effectual, engaged even invigorated online engagement and learning. By surveying students, 
then analysing to find key themes in their experiences, this study contributes to the 
understanding of how students use online discussion, and how they might be motivated to 
contribute in more engaged and meaningful ways. Implications for policy and practice may 
enhance connection between learning outcomes of units and the ability of students and teaching 
staff to use educational technology to achieve these outcomes. 
 
Carefully designed and skilfully facilitated, discussion boards can provide a rich interaction 
between students and their educators. When a clearly defined and supported discussion 
atmosphere is fostered, students can initiate and direct conversation with some guidance from 
the facilitator, with the aim of becoming confident and interactive participants in information 
gathering and exchange. The benefit of these skills goes beyond the virtual classroom to a 
graduate with desirable attributes for future employers. 

Statements 

Research ethics approval was obtained for this study by the Social Sciences Human Research 
Ethics Committee at the university where the data was collected and was conducted in strict 
accordance with the rules and guidelines applicable to ethical research practices involving 
human participants (H0013544). The authors report no conflict of interests in conducting this 
research.  
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