
DE Quarterly, Spring 2009, acces-
sible at:  
http://www.dehub.edu.au/

documents/DEQuarterly_No2.pdf 

It can also be helpful to set up a 
place within the discussion fo-
rum, separate to the discussion 
topics, where students can ask 
general questions about the 
online environment, or share 
frustrations and triumphs with 

each other. 

Tip 3: Set clear expectations 

Students need to know upfront 
what is expected of them in this 
learning environment. Teachers 

need to clearly explain:  

what is assessable/non-

assessable and why, and what 
the word limits are for each 

item 

how much time students 

should expect to spend on work 
for this unit, and the balance 
expected between the online 
discussion forum and other 

learning activities 

length, frequency and quality 

of postings expected  

any limits on the availability of 

instructor. E.g. "I will be 
checking the discussion forum 
daily/or twice weekly", or, "I 
will try to respond to any di-
rect emails within 24 hours".   
> continued, p.2 

Many of us are familiar with 
either leading or participating 
in classroom discussions as 
part of the learning experi-
ence.  We understand the 
dynamics and the often un-
spoken rules of these interac-
tions.  But we may be less 
familiar with the dynamics of 
online discussion forums. 
Those of us who have partici-
pated in or attempted to run 
online discussion forums will 
have immediately recognized 
that online discussions are 
quite different from their face

-face counterparts.   

So how can we use online discus-
sion to enhance student learning?  
What are the ”rules” in the 
online environment?  How can we 
encourage quality interaction 
and discussion among our stu-

dents? 

Here’s some tips for online in-
structors, gleaned from a variety 
of sources: 
 

Tip 1: Relevance 

For discussion forums to work 
well, they need to be relevant to 
the student’s learning.  Teachers 
need to plan and design the 
discussions as an integral part of 
the unit as a whole, so they are 
relevant for students and con-
nected to the other learning 
materials. Simply adding a dis-
cussion forum functionality to an 
online course and expecting 
students to log in and “discuss 

stuff” is not going to work. 

Teachers can improve the rele-
vance of discussion forums by 
asking themselves some ques-

tions at the planning stage: 

 What is the purpose of this 

session/module/question?  
Is it brainstorming, knowledge 
creation, information sharing, 
application, relationship-

building?  

What do I want the students to 

know, or think, or be able to 
do, or feel, or believe, as a 
result of this session/module/

question?  

How will this discussion forum 

session/module/question help 
the students achieve the learn-

ing outcomes for this unit? 

Tip 2: The first session is criti-

cal 

It’s a good idea to help students 
feel confident and comfortable in 

the online learning environment.  

Teachers may wish to post a 
short message of introduction 
which could be in text, audio or 

video format.   

Or the instructor could set a 
simple introductory task such as 
getting the students to make a 
post introducing themselves to 

the group. 

For an innovative idea to get 
students talking see the 
“welcome to my place” box 
below.  This idea comes from an 

article by Mary Jarrot, from UNE,  
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Note on SCD attendance re-

quirement.  

The attendance requirement for 

students in the SCD Handbook has 

recently been amended. It states: 

“To complete a unit, a student 

must have been present for at 

least 80% of all prescribed activi-

ties, regardless of the mode of 

delivery.” 

The attendance requirements 

should be clearly stated in the 

course materials so that students 

are aware that the “attendance” 

expectations apply to distance/

online/mixed mode units as well 

as face to face classes. 

 

The application of this atten-

dance requirement may vary from 

unit to unit. Each MI will need to 

work out how to best apply the 

attendance requirement in the 

various circumstances and modes 

of offering that the MI uses. For 

example in a fully online unit, 

student “attendance” could be 

measured by a variety of methods 

including: number of visits to 

online learning site, number of 

online postings, amount of time 

spent in online activities, etc.  

seek clarification or elabora-

tion 

question reasons, evidence, 

assumptions 

question implications & conse-

quences 

are related to module objec-

tive 

are specific - related to idea 

in readings 

ask what to do rather than 

what student thinks about it 

For more on question design see 

McKnight (2000), “Teaching 

Critical Thinking through Online 

Discussions”, . Educause Quar-

terly, 4, 38-42 

 

Tip 7: Give students the re-

sponsibility of moderating/

managing the forum 

 

A great way of ensuring partici-

pation in the discussion forum is 

to give the students the respon-

sibility for moderating or man-

aging the forum.  

You could do this by giving one 

student or a small group of 

students the task of “running 

the discussion” for a week. The 

student/s could post “stimulus 

material”, design questions, and 

moderate the discussion for the 

module. This could be part of 

the students’ assessable learn-

ing in the unit. 

 
Tip 8: Mandate some level of 
participation 
 
We would love it if all our stu-
dents were so engaged in our 
course that they freely and 
naturally participated in the 
online discussion forum, but in 
the real world this is not always 
the case. There are two deci-
sions instructors need to make 
in regard to student participa: 

Tip 4: Set clear boundaries 
and guidelines for online 

communication 

Establish good “netiquette’ in 
your online course by making 
explicit your expectations about 
what is and isn’t acceptable in 
terms of language, personal 

comments and so on. 

Tip 5: Set the tone 

The teacher has the opportunity 
to set the tone for the online 
discussion by example. This is 
sometimes known developing 
“social presence”. Both the 
teacher and the students will 
need to develop their “social 
presence” i.e. how they appear 
to others online. 
 
Make the value of student inter-
action and participation clear - 
if you attach value to what 
happens in online discussions, 
the students will too. Make it 
clear that the process of discus-

sion is part of learning process.  

Some other ways of setting a 

positive tone for the discussion: 

Be friendly and encouraging in 

your style. 

Affirm students' contributions 

and encourage questions. 

Encourage interaction and 

cooperation among the stu-

dents. 

Find ways to express your 

enthusiasm and passion for 

the subject in an online envi-

ronment. 

Personalise the experience for 

students – you can do this by 

addressing students by name, 

building on their backgrounds 

and sharing personal exam-

ples. 

 

Tip 6: Ask good questions 

The type of questions the 

teacher sets for students to 

discuss in online forums will be 

vital to the success of the dis-

cussion. You will need to care-

fully craft your questions. De-

pending on the context, aim to 

devise questions that:  

are clearly worded 

drive an idea 

encourage reflection 

Using online discussion forums in teaching and learning (from p.1) 
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tion in discussion forums: 
1. Is it mandatory?  
It is a good idea to make partici-
pation in the discussion forum 
mandatory, whether the partici-
pation is assessed or not. Unfor-
tunately, if you don’t require 
students to participate, you will 
find some students choose not to 

join in. 

2. Is it assessable?  
Many online courses not only 

mandate student participation,  

they also make it an element of 
the assessable learning. This is 
because participation in online 
discussions can be quite time 
consuming and also because it is 
generally an important element 

of the online learning experience. 

Whatever you and/or your institu-
tion decides, make sure it is 
clearly communicated to stu-

dents.  

Your tips? 

Share your tips at:  

http://courseworksandpit. 

wetpaint.com/page/design+Ideas 

2C+Tips+and+Resources 

 

“ How can we use 

online discussion 

to enhance 

student learning?  

What are the 

“rules” for 

discussion in an 

online learning 

environment?   

Page 2 

This article is adapted from 

the Online Learning Module 

for SCD Faculty: “Designing an 

Engaging Online Course” 

which is available on the SCD 

Coursework Sandpit Wiki: 

http://courseworksandpit. 

wetpaint.com/page/Designing 

+an+Engaging+Online+Course 
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An interview with Stuart 
Devenish, Lecturer in Mission 

& Spirituality, Booth  College. 

Stuart, what has been your 
experience in using online 
discussion forums in teaching 
and learning?  
I regard myself as still in my 
apprenticeship when it comes to 
being an effective distance 

educator. Approximately half 
the students enrolled in my 
courses this semester are dis-
tance students.  One of the 'live' 
issues I have encountered is the 
variability of students' responses 
and participation to online fo-
rums, according to class size, 
teaching subject-area, and the 
age-mix and personal predisposi-

tions of individual students.  

It seems particularly important 
to 'prime' students to under-
stand the importance of partici-
pating in the online discussion 
forums. Last semester I had one 
80+-year-old student who had 
completed all his required con-
tributions to the online discus-
sion forums at the end of week 
4, and wanted more! Other 
students, on the other hand, 
were so busy in their churches 
and so undervalued their partici-
pation in the online learning 
environment, that they rushed 
through the required contribu-
tions in the last 2-3 weeks of 
semester. This can be quite 

frustrating as an educator! 

How do you think online dis-
cussion forums can enhance 
student learning?  
One of the mistakes I have made 
in the past with regard to dis-
tance learners is the tendency 
to idealise in-class learning 
experiences. This is premised on 
the presupposition that in-class 
learning is the idyllic context for 
student discovery. Despite my 
frustrations as a distance educa-
tor, I have discovered the sig-
nificance and importance of 
online education in general, and 
the use of online distance fo-
rums in particular as major 
enhancement to the educative 

process.  

I think the genius of online dis-
cussion forums is that distance 
students are able to ask the 
necessary questions, with appro-
priate levels of support by quali-
fied and experienced teachers, 
such as will allow them to gain 
the necessary skills and confi-
dence to apply them in the 

context of their own ministries. 

What are some of the difficul-
ties in using online discussion 
forums?  
If I set a particular question for 
discussion, students seem to 
think that is too narrowly fo-
cused. If I leave the discussion 
intentionally 'open', students 
often don't find an entry point 
and therefore don't contribute. I 
have wondered whether I 

shouldn't do more 
case studies where theoretical 
analysis can more easily applied 
to identifiable Ministry situa-

tions. 

Due to small student numbers, I 
have struggled to get enough 
momentum going. Despite my 
best attempts at provocation, 
and a simplified distillation of 

some of the key concepts, small 
groups of students seem to re-
sist participating. This is -- I am 
sure -- not because they are 
resistant to learning, but have 
encountered some form of 
threshold issue which relates to 
class size/group dynamics. I 
think an ideal size is probably 
somewhere in the 10-15 student 

range. 

See box on right for Stu-
art’s tips on making the 

most of online discussions 

Recent Technological Develop-
ments at Booth College: 
As readers may know, Booth 
College has recently purchased 
a number of ePodiums which 
represent best-practice in elec-

tronic and online learning. 

Stuart reports that faculty are 
still working out how best to use 
the ePodiums in teaching and 
that sometime towards the end 
of 2010 other MI faculty may be 
invited to come for a 'look see'. 

Watch this space! 

Spotlight on Teaching: Booth College 

Spotlight on Resources:  
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Newsletter 

Contributions 

Contributions from all 

faculty and staff are 

encouraged.   

Next deadline for 

contributions: Friday 7th 

May. 

Send your contributions, 

comments and suggestions 

to Diane Hockridge, SCD 

Distance Education 

Officer at 

dianeh@scd.edu.au.   

For more on Online Discussion 

Forums look at these articles:  

 

Andresen, M.A., (2009). 

‘Asynchronous discussion fo-

rums: success factors, outcomes, 

assessments and Limitations’, 

Educational Technology & Soci-

ety, 12 (1) 249-257 

 

Edelstein, Susan, & Edwards, 

Jason, ‘If you Build It, They Will 

Come: Building Learning Com-

munities Through Threaded 

Discussions’, Online Journal Of 

Distance Learning Administra-

tion, Vol 5, No.1, Spring 2002.  

http://www.westga.edu/

~distance/ojdla/spring51/

edelstein51.html 

Elias, Jacob W. ‘From a  

Distance: Pastoral Care and  

Theological Education’ Teaching 

Theology and Religion 9, no. 1, 

pp. 44–52, 2006. 

 

Harris, N. & Sandor, M., 

‘Developing online discussion 

forums as student centred peer 

E-learning environments.’ In ICT: 

Providing choices for learners 

and learning. Proceedings ascilite 

Singapore 2007. [Online] http://

www.ascilite.org.au/

conferences/singapore07/procs/

harris.pdf  

Murphy, E. and Loveless, J., 

‘Students' self analysis of contri-

butions to online asynchronous 

discussions’, Australasian Journal 

of Educational Technology, 

vol.21, no.2,  (2005). pp.155- 

172. http://www.ascilite.org.au/

ajet/ajet21/murphy.html 

 

Rovai, Alfred P., Baker, Jason D. 

and Cox Jr., William F., ‘How 

Christianly is Christian Distance 

Higher Education?’, Christian 

Higher Education, vol.7, no.1, 

(2008), pp.1-22 

 

Wood, Leigh, McNeill, Margot, & 

Harvey, Marina, ‘How To Lead 

Discussions: Learning Through 

Engagement’, Division of Eco-

nomic and Financial Studies, 

Learning and Teaching Centre, 

Macquarie University, (2008),  

http://www.efs.mq.edu.au/

__data/assets/

pdf_file/0004/82876/

EFS_L_T_Lead_Discussion_singles

_pages_WEB.pdf 

Stuart's 5 smooth 
stones for leading 
online discussion 

forums. 

 
Seminal. Ensure that your ques-
tions, case studies and required 
discussion topics are not tangen-
tial to the Study Book for the 

course, but seminal. 

Varied. Vary the kinds of assess-
ment tasks students are re-
quired to undertake, so as to 
forestall them becoming 
'imprinted' and thus bored by 

their learning tasks. 

Assessable. Presently I have not 
made students' contributions to 
online discussion forums assess-
able. However in all future 
online teaching, I will make 
students' contribution to online 
discussion forums both manda-

tory and assessable. 

Integrative. This is the best 
opportunity for students to 
integrate theory and practice, 
as well as "test-driving" concepts 
in the safe environment of 
online learning, under the 

watchful eye of a lecturer. 

Dialogical. One of the key ele-
ments of adult learning is dis-
covery through enquiry, through 
interacting with other students 
engaged in similar questioning 
patterns. A requirement for 
dialogical learning is establish-

ing a culture of enquiry. 
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