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Effectiveness of Online Discussion Forum at OUM

1.0 Introduction

Open and Distance Learning (OOL) is a concept that has received high praise, both

within and outside academia. It has been praised for the flexibility it can offer learners in

enabling them to fit their academic pursuits around their work and family obligations.

ODL offers students considerable benefits, including increased access to learning.

lifelong learning opportunities and convenience of time and place (St. Pierre, 1998). The

contract between tutor and learner, whether in an actual classroom or virtual, requires that

the learner be taught, assessed. given guidance and prepared for examinations. This must

be accomplished by two-way communication. Learning may be undertaken either

individually or in groups; in either case, it is accomplished in the physical absence of the

teacher during an online forum in ODL. Opcn and Distance teaching materials are

provided to learners in the fonn of modules and e-material where they are structured in

ways that facilitate learning at a distance.

Open University Malaysia (OUM) adopts a blended approach to support Lhe learning

achievement of its almost 22,000 students. This approach is made up of the following:

self-managed learning; face-to-face interactions in classroom scttings and online forum

discussions using the LMS. To support self-managed learning, :o;pecially constructed print

modules, CDROM courseware and web courseware are designed and provided to

learners. For the face-to-face interactions, learners meet fonnally once a fortnight at

OUM learning centres whereby further learning support is provided by a tutor. In the

online forum discussions, learners 'meet' their tutors and peers virtually using DUM's

myLMS. The onUoe discussions in myLMS are crucial for building up a connected

learning community as OUM learners being in the ODL mode are separated by time.

distance and personal experiences. Consisting mainly of working adults. Lhey carry a rich

conglomerate of experiences which need to be shared whenever the occasion arises and

the online forum provides them the required space to do so. To conduct online

discussions, tutors and learners meet in the subject related online discussion forum.
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Before they meet online, both tutors and learners are trained on how to maximise the

online dis.cussions. A 5% assessment mark is given to learners for online participation.

2.0 Issue

One of the issues in the blended approach that is of utmost concern at OUM is "how

effectively moderated are the online discussion forums?" This is an important issue

because fIrstly students and tutors being distributed, are using this forum to be connected.

Secondly, we are aware that while OUM tutors and students are trained at VariOllS levels

to use the myLMS, the training factor per se cannot be taken as vouching for

implementation effectiveness.

As such, to find out the actual effectiveness of the online discussion forums. this study

was carried out for the Facuity of Education. Arts and Social Sciences (FEASS). The

FEASS offered 7 subjects for the January 2004 Semester and detail infonnation on the

number of tutors teaching each subject is reflected in Table 1. A total of 152 tutors were

involved in the tutoring process for FEASS throughout the country.

Table 1: Subjects and Number of Tutors for Each Subject for FEASS

Subjects offered in Jan 2004 No of

tutors

teaching

Writing in an ESL Context (HBET2303) 28

Teaching of writing in an ESL Context (HBET2403) 19

Teaching of literature in an ESL Context (HBET3703) 13

Bimbingan dan Kaunseling (HBEF2203) 22

Foundations for TESL Methodology (HBETI503) 29

Prinsip Teknologi Pengajaran (HBEF3103) 22

Psikologi Pendidikan (HBEF2l03) 19

Total 152



3.0 Objectives of Research

The objectives of this research are:

To detennine the pattern of online interaction among FEASS community.

ii. To ascertain the quality of online discussion forum provided by DUM tutors

under FEASS.

iii. To determine the perceived effectiveness of online discussions among DUM

learners.

iv. To determine the perceived effectiveness of online discussion among DUMe tutors.

4.0 Research Questions

The following are research questions formulated to answer the bigger issue of how

effective online discussion forums are at DUM:

•
What was the pattern of online interaction for the FEASS tutor-learner

community?

ii What was the quality of online moderation provided by DUM tutors?

iii. What was the perceived effectiveness of online discussion among DUM learners?

iv. What was the perceived effectiveness of online discussion among DUM tutors?

5.0 Literature Review

In this section, a review of literature on the effectiveness of online discussion is carried

vis-a.-vis the following: overview of online discussions, pattern of online discussion,

quality of online discussion, perceived effectiveness and use of rubrics in online

discussion.
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5.1 Overview of Online DisclLSsions

The discussion forum is an important component of online and distance learning. Tutors.

and learners rely on these forums to engage and interact with one another in ways that

potentially promote content understanding, higher order thinking skills, cooperative and

collaborative leaming.

•

•

Horton (2000) stated that online discussion allows students to interact with classmates

outside class. An online discussion is not fixed in time or space: students can log on at

any time from any Internet-enabled computer to seek clarification for .issues they

encounter in their coursework, to discuss topics rose in class, or to initiate new

discussions on related topics. A successful online discussion has the same synergistic

effect of group or face-ta-face discussion, in which students build on one another's

perspectives to gain a deeper understanding of the materials.

McDonald (2002) shares similar view with Horton as she claims that online education is

emerging as a new educational paradigm due to the change in student interaction and

independence that telecommunications and computer media can potentially introduce.

This new paradigm promotes anyplace, anytime education allowing global communities

of learners based on shared interests, changing how we teach and learn, thereby creating a

true learning society.

Morgan (1999) indicated that learners need to [earn how to engage in critical discussion

(online) and doing so may mean unlearning some of what they were taught in previous

school level. Morgan had outlined a few criteria for online diScussion. such as:

The teacher cannot effectively direct the discussion session itself.

ii. Instead, prompt the discussion session with issues rather than topics. Specifics

and cases help learners ground their discussion in shared data.

iii Sequence prompts from discussion session to session, building on what was

played our in the prior session.

iv. Encourage a dialogical orientation towards issue and other participants.
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Isolate exemplary exchanges and show why they are exemplary.

vi. Have learners slowly take over reviewing discussion sessions and posting

summaries.

According to Harnish (2001), in an online discussion, teachers (tutors) should support the

development of learner's skills such as critical thinking. negotiation, diversity in thought

and communication. Hamish indicated that online discussion could provide opportunities

to learners to collaborate, especially when students are working in groups (such as in

Problem Based Learning - PBL), groups can benefit from the discussions of other small

groups .

Alley & Jansar (2001) in Deubel (2003) stated that experiential approach, higher order

learning and knowledge construction, are key elements for quality assurance in online

learning. The success of an online course is also affected by its pedagogical richness,

such as learning styles, use of media and interactivity with content, testing and feedback

and collaboration among the participants. Other success factors include content quality,

delivery support functions for instructors, administrators and students, pedagogically

driven instructional design with well-defined objectives, web site usability factors and

technological factors.

According to Bonk et a1. (2000), self-paced Web-based courses need not be isolating

experiences. Online interaction between students in a self-paced course can have many

benefits, including improved quality of student work, improved course completion rate

and development of a community of learners. Careful development of discussion

questions and guidelines, opportunities for sharing assignments and adequate time to

learn the technology are important factors to successful online interaction. Online

discussion is a vital part of e-Iearning courses where instructors or tutors can assume

many roles. Typically a conversational or infonnal role allows for more students'

participation and dialogue. When online instructors were more infonnal and spontaneous

in their commenting, students were more interactive with each other, compared to



conditions wherein the instructor simply posed formal topic-centered questions or

postings.

5.2 Pattern of Online Discussions

In this section the following areas will be discussed: The frequency of tutor and learner

presence in online discussions, the frequency at which tutors and learners get online after

the first message is posted and the pattern of online discussion from the beginning till the

end of the discussion activity.

e According to Moore and Kearsley (1996), the single most important skill that all distance

educators must develop is to make their students active participants in their educational

programme. It is not to difftcult to present information over a distance, but getting people

to participate and making learning active at a distance is much harder.

•

Most of the researches so far have generated positive findings towards tutors' and

learners' participation in an online distance learning forum. In a research done by Hughes

(2003) at the University of Canberra, it was noted that after the first message was posted

online by a class member, approximately ten students contributed to the discussion. There

was active participation among learners there on.

To evaluate the identified challenges in online discussions. Murphy and Coleman (2004)

did a survey on 20 participants who were all working towards a Master of Education in

Information Technology through WebCT™ (web~based mode). A two-week long online

asynchronous discussion was used in the first phase with the researcher as moderator.

The first question posed by the researcher was aimed to initiate dialogue among

participants and to relate their experiences as a learner in web-based courses. The respond

received in this study was similar to the research done by Hughes whereby the

participants replied to the first question and in doing so, highlighted their own experience

in relation to both the original question and the comments of other participants in the

discussion forum. This shows that the first question posted by the researcher not only
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encouraged replies from participants but also triggered them to share and contribute their

views.

During the second week, I.he researcher posted a summary of challenges identified by

participants up to that point. Participants were invited to add to or comment on any of the

items listed in the summary. As expected, the participants did reply and had posted their

comments related to the summaries and based on these feedbacks an interim analysis was

conducted of the discussion content.

Bonk et aI. (2(x)()) commented that managerial actions also are vital in online discussions

such as pointing students to other messages, commenting about posting format, defining

the audience, noting on and off task participation and directing students to different topics

and folders for posting. Sometimes. the instructor must remind someone thai be or she is

supposed to stan the discussion. Other times, he may throw out questions al this time as

well as push students to explore further. He may explain or clarify key points when

required or encourage students to elaborate on their thinking.

At the same time. if students post their chapter work on time, fellow students can provide

immediate feedback. If a student is late in posting, the instructor should typically refuse

to respond to the post. Not only does thjs policy help nurture student's timely

participation, it also provides some useful boundaries for instructor participation. Without

such practice, instructor obligations and feelings of guilt about missing feedback may

never end.

Levin and Ben-Jacob's (2003) research were based on a discrete mathematics course

taught using the Mercy College Long-distance Instructional Network (MerLIN). In this

research they explored the general considerations for providing meaningful experiences

in distance learning, inslrUctor"s role as a model and a facilitator. clarification of

objectives and importance of collaborative learning. In their research. Levin and Ben

Jacob found that the students were encouraged and motivated to post their answers for the

opening questions posted by the instructor OD the first week. After two weeks the

10
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instructor did not participate directly in the forum but instead gave suggestions, feedback

and encouragement. This had allowed the students to take full ownership of the online

discussion.

Levin and Ben-Jacob indicated that in order to provide meaningful experiences in

distance leaming, instructors should function as models and facilitators. However, there

should be a period where the instructor should "step aside" and let the students to take

control of the discussion. As the course progress, the instructor should serve in a

consultative or facilitator capacity to stimulate dialogue and to pose questions.

Chow and Siaw (2003) did an analysis on online participation between two groups in

using the discussion board in Open University of Hong Kong (OUHK). The two groups

were from undergraduate foundation-level business course and pre-MBA course. The

study revealed that the undergraduate students were less active than the postgraduate

students.

Most of the postgraduate student's contributions draw heavily on their working and rich

personal experiences and they can easily apply the book theories in practice. The tutors

also playa very important role in stimulating and maintaining student's participation as

well as facilitating successful discussions, encouraging message contributions. share

resources. motivating students and demonstrating important issues that emerge fro the

discussion. At the end of each discussion thread, the tutor combined the participants'

contribution and summarized each participant's important point as well as the lessons

being learned and this has helped to maintain the momentum of the students' continuous

effort in participating. Some students found that reading the summaries to be a quick and

useful way, especially when they do not have time to read through every message.

5.3 Quality of Online Discussions

In this section, the quality of online discussions will include the following: Does online

discussion lead to a significant increase in the total learning experience of the learner?

11
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