
that is well–designed and  

has a clear purpose. 

2. Reward or mandate par-

ticipation 

When you do decide to use 

discussion forums, you 

should also consider how 

they fit into your overall as-

sessment strategy.  As much 

as we all might hope that 

students will freely and hap-

pily contribute to discussion 

forums, the reality is that 

students will allocate priori-

ties to learning tasks ac-

cording to the weighting of 

each task for assessment 

purposes.  Gibbs and Simp-

son (2004) point out that 

effective assessment helps 

to engage students in pro-

ductive learning activities 

that are appropriate for the 

type of learning that is ex-

pected and are at an appro-

priate level.   

So you need to consider 

whether and how a discus-

sion forum might become a 

“productive learning activity” 

for your students, and how 

you might assess their par-

ticipation. 

But how do you assess par-

ticipation in discussion fo-

rums?  And doesn’t this add 

even more of a load for the 

lecturer?   

  >Cont. p2 

Online discussion forums 

are commonly used in 

online courses, though are 

not often used well.  How 

can you design online dis-

cussion forums to enhance 

learning?  How can you 

help your students get the 

most out of the forums?   

The problems with online 

forums 

Faculty and students com-

plain about difficulties with 

online discussion forums.  

Some common complaints 

include: 

Posting to discussion 

forums can be time con-

suming and burdensome. 

There is no point in con-

tributing to discussion 

forums—no-one gets 

anything out of it. 

“Discussion” in forums is 

disjointed, stilted and not 

really  discussion anyway. 

Most students don’t partici-

pate in forums, or they are 

dominated by a few indi-

viduals. 

Solutions for interesting, 

stimulating and worthwhile 

online discussions:  

1. Know why and when to 

use discussion forums. 

Discussion forums need to 

have a purpose.  The inclu-

sion and use of discussion 

forums needs to be consid-

ered as part of the overall 

design of the unit and 

aligned with your teaching 

goals, student learning out-

comes and the other course 

materials. 

For each learning module or 

section you need to ask; what 

is my purpose, what am I 

expecting students to learn in 

this section?  Then ask; what 

might be the best ways for 

the students to learn this?    

You might choose to use a 

discussion forum as one 

means to achieve the goals, 

or you might decide that a 

discussion forum is not the 

best method for a particular 

topic, or unit.  Just because 

there is a discussion forum 

tool available, this doesn’t 

mean that you have to use it 

every week.  You might use it 

some weeks, and not others, 

or in some units, and not in 

others. Students are more 

likely to participate construc-

tively in a discussion forum 
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and they need to learn how 

to become good contribu-

tors.  You can build or scaf-

fold their learning by gradu-

ally introducing more com-

plex tasks.  For example start 

off  by asking students to 

introduce themselves or 

express an opinion about 

something and build up to 

more highly developed criti-

cal thinking.  Salmon’s 

(2000) 5 stage model is help-

ful in understanding the 

stages that students go 

through in using discussion 

forums for learning.  

One way to assess participa-

tion in discussion forums, 

without it necessarily adding 

hugely to your marking load is 

to get the students to assess 

their own contribution to the 

discussion forum.  This can be 

highly motivating for students 

and it helps students think 

about what’s involved in be-

ing a good contributor so it’s 

also a formative learning ex-

perience for the student. 

3. Scaffolding 

Online discussion forums can 

be intimidating for students 

Making good use of online discussion forums for learning (cont. from p1) 

SCD distance & e-learning news 

This year has seen the 
introduction of online 
courses at St Andrew’s 
Greek Orthodox Theologi-
cal College.  Philip 
Kariatilis describes his 
experience of teaching 
online for the first time: 

Can you tell us about the 
online unit you have been 
teaching this year and the 
background to its develop-
ment?  

I’m teaching an introductory 
theology unit at undergradu-
ate and postgraduate levels.  

Since St Andrews is the only 
Orthodox tertiary provider in 
Australia, we decided to look 
into offering certain units 
online. This would allow in-
terested people from all over 
Australia to enrol.  To this 
end, the College employed 
Dr Margaret Beirne on a part-
time basis to teach some of 
our units in Biblical studies 
and also to coordinate our  
formal submission to Gov-
ernment to be allowed to 
teach via distance mode. 
Thankfully, with Margaret at 
the helm all ran smoothly.  

Meanwhile, the 
College decided, after look-
ing at different options, that 
it would use Moodle as its 
learning platform.  After a 
two day seminar on how to 
use Moodle, those faculty 
members that had expressed 
a willingness to teach online 
began the long and arduous 
process of adapting their 
units for online and upload-
ing them onto Moodle. 
Thank God for the Christmas 
break last year during which 
we were all busy ‘moodling’ 
away! 

It helps to set clear guidelines 

for posts and gently remind 

students of these as needed.  

Another good way to scaffold 

learning in online discussions 

is to set individual students 

the task of running or moder-

ating an online discussion 

topic for a week, which might 

be one of the assessment 

tasks.  This has the added 

benefit of making the work-

load more manageable for 

you. 

More on using discussion 

forums in next issue. . .  

Spotlight on Teaching: New Online Courses at St Andrew’s  

Spotlight on SCD Professional Development for Online Learning 

Learning for En-
gagement - Diane 
Hockridge  

http://connectpro.salvos.net/
p13595977/ 

Details of Next Workshop: 

The next workshop will be 
held on  Friday 9th September 
at Booth College.  You can 
choose to attend online.  

Put the date in your diary 
now— details available soon. 

appreciated by participants. 

You can access recordings of 
the workshop sessions on the 
Professional Development 
Wiki: or by clicking on the 
links below: 

Session 1: Introduction & Con-
tent, Learning & Technology - 
Kristen Cairns: 
http://connectpro.salvos.net/
p67042322/ 
 
Session 2: Designing Online 

Are you teaching online?   

Would you like to be better 
equipped to teach in this envi-
ronment?  The SCD is now 
offering Professional Develop-
ment workshops specifically 
tailored for faculty and others 
involved in teaching online or 
with technologies. 

The first workshop; Address-
ing the Challenges of Online 
Teaching, was held in May 
and was well attended and 

For more ideas and re-

sources on using online 

discussion forums visit 

the SCD resource:  

Designing an Engaging Online 

Course available at: http://

courseworksand-

pit.wetpaint.com/page/

Active+Learning+2 
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How have you structured the 
online teaching and learning 
experience?   

We decided to structure our 
online units in weekly inter-
vals. Each week our students 
are expected to read the lec-
ture notes. Podcasts or video 
versions of lectures are also 
available for students. Hope-
fully, this makes it a little 
more interesting for the stu-
dents who not only read but 
also have the opportunity to 
listen and see me delivering 
the lecture.  I also prepared a 
power-point which covered 
the main points of the lec-
ture.  

We use discussion forums—
students are expected to read 
one or two articles and post 
answers to questions on the 
forum. We wanted to make 
sure that students were actu-
ally engaging and reflecting 
critically on all topics cov-
ered in the lectures. We were 
aware that some online stu-
dents could simply do the 
assessments without really 
engaging with the lectures 
and we wanted to avoid this.  

Our College decided to in-
clude a two-day residential 
requirement for the first four 
foundational units. We did 
this because we wanted to 
actually meet our students 
that would one day be gradu-
ating. But more than this, we 
wanted to have the opportu-
nity to foster some fellow-
ship; to pray together; to eat 
together and to get to know 
one another. We decided to 
hold the residential during 
week 6 of the semester to 
allow questions and interac-
tion about the major assess-
ment tasks. This proved very 
successful.  

As a lecturer, have you found 
differences between face-face 
and online teaching? 

Let me begin by saying that 
despite the differences, I 
found that the two have a lot 
more in common that I origi-
nally believed because in the 
end effective teaching goes 
beyond course unit format.  

Notwithstanding this com-
ment, there were differences. 
Obviously, in a classroom 
setting the lecture has the 
opportunity to gauge if the 
students are actually digesting 
what is being said. However, 

teaching online does not al-
low this in the same way; 
whilst a lecturer can know the 
extent to which a student has 
comprehended a point 
through the questions that 
he/she asks, in a classroom 
setting this is more immedi-
ately apparent.  I think this 
personal element is the great-
est difference but we tried to 
overcome this, to some extent 
anyway, with the residential 
component. 

Also I found that I had to be 
much more prescriptive in 
regards to assessment require-
ments order to make sure that 
there were no questions left 
unanswered.   

What has been challenging in 
developing and teaching an 
online unit for the first time? 

These days online interfaces 
are easy to use and one can 
learn to use the tools quickly. 

The greatest 
challenge I found was simply 
one of time. A lot more time 
is required to set the unit up: 
to format it properly; to in-
sert images in order to make 
it less boring for students; to 
record yourself and then up-
load it onto YouTube; to scan 
and upload the readings.   

In teaching the unit, I found 
that there was a big demand 
on me: I had to respond to all 
the forum discussions; had to 
reply to e-mails which came 
24/7. Indeed, I found that as 
the semester progressed it 
was more difficult for me to 
be as prompt with my re-
sponses as I would have 
liked. But in the end it was all 
worth it. 

What have been the best ele-
ments?  Have there been any 
surprises or unexpected bene-
fits? 

Amongst many, one of the 
best elements has been the 
opportunity to offer our units 
to many who would not oth-
erwise have come to study 
theology on the campus of St 
Andrew’s. This has really 
opened the door and allowed 
for a broader witness of 
Christ.  

One of the surprises has been 
the extent to which the ob-
jectives can actually be met 
through this other medium.  

I’d like to quote from a stu-
dent e-mail which says it all: 

“This was over all a very posi-
tive experience, both from an 
academic and personal per-
spective, as the course was a 
well-constructed, resourced…  
the course struck a decent 
balance between the academic 
and the devotional … I would 
recommend this course to any 
interested person irrespective 
of whether they come from an 
Orthodox confession or not.” 

Philip’s top 
tip for 
teaching 
online: 

  

It truly is an enjoyable 
and rewarding experi-
ence, but make sure 
that your College has 
allocated enough teach-
ing time for you to do 
this.  

Furthermore, in forcing 
you to formalize your 
notes for the course 
units, this may hope-
fully be a first step to-
wards a future pub-
lished work.  


