
I have had occasion to observe that some faculty really 
struggle with initial forays into the digital realm of online/
hybrid course discussion forums. Their struggles have 
little to do with formulating thought-provoking questions 
or developing fodder for academically stimulating 
synchronous discussions; rather, their struggles stem 
from not fully appreciating the nature of asynchronous 
digital dialogue and the fundamental elements that lend 
themselves to engaged online learning. 

It was with these observations in mind that I worked 
with Brian Carter (Online Instructional Media Developer) 
to produce Teacherless-Classroom: Discussion Bored 
(Carter et al., 2015; see link in references), a tongue-in-
cheek video aimed at curbing these trends. As this video 

illustrates, the digital discussion is a different animal than 
face-to-face, synchronous discussions. When facilitated 
incorrectly, the online discussion can become a frustrating 
exercise in futility. When facilitated correctly, however, 
the online discussion can offer an effective venue for 
academically stimulating asynchronous discussions. This 
article is not meant as a soapbox for the online discussion 
forum, but rather a call that if or when we use online 
discussion forums in our courses, to use them correctly as 
a highly engaging and impactful learning experience. 

Now you may be one that personally enjoys online 
discussion forums as much as one with severely arthritic 
knees might enjoy a marathon. Similarly, if you are 
confused as to which is the lesser of two evils—root canals 
or online discussion forums—and are leaning towards 
the former, you are not alone. It is likely that many of our 
students feel the same way, and if so, it may be that we, as 
the facilitators, have been doing it wrong. 

Have you ever received emails from dissatisfied students 
calling discussion forums “pointless” or “busywork”? (But 
then again, many students are quick to label anything 
as “busywork,” but I digress.) While not discounting 
their feelings, to them I would ask: What of Facebook? 
Isn’t this just an online discussion forum, a wolf in social 
media sheep’s clothing? To this many might argue that 
such an online discussion-based social media venue is 
fun, interesting, and engaging—a far cry from the hair-
pulling, hoop-jumping monotony of online/hybrid course 
discussion forum. The question that bears asking then is 
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Students need to feel that 
what they have written 
in the virtual realm of the 
discussion forum has hit 
home in the cognitive 
and emotional realms of 
another’s mind and heart. 



charge and facilitating the discussion. They need to feel 
an amiable relationship with and a strong social presence 
from the instructor, as well as from fellow students. 
Ignorance of one another breeds apathy in the online 
discussion forum. Familiarity with one another, fostered 
through small group online discussions, is the groundwork 
for building interest in members of the cohort and 
instructor, and vice versa, which in turn paves the way for 
more meaningful and engaged dialogue to take place.

 Validation
Social media also teaches that validation is another 
imperative aspect of meaningful online dialogue. How often 
have you posted something on Facebook or Twitter, and 
then could not help but check several times throughout the 
day to see who had commented upon your posting? When 
those who matter to you respond to you, you feel validated. 
It shows that what you have shared means something 
to others around you. The same is also true of those 
participating in online/hybrid course discussion forums.

Students need to feel that what they have written in 
the virtual realm of the discussion forum has hit home 
in the cognitive and emotional realms of another’s mind 
and heart. They need to see evidence of this through 
commentary and feedback in their online thread. Not 
seeing this happen in the online forum can inhibit a 
learner’s desire to continue to participate sincerely. 

One way to facilitate a highly engaged discussion is to 
place students in smaller groups per Larry Michaelsen’s 
recommendations (see appendix). Not doing so can 
cause students to be overwhelmed and frustrated by 
what I call “the discussion forum tsunami,” or the sheer 
volume of posts that bury their own when the discussion 
forum is class-based, rather than group-based. Students 
become discouraged if or when their contributions to the 
discussion go unnoticed. You would feel the same in a face-
to-face class if you responded to a question and only heard 
crickets chirping in response. This has everything to do 
with validation. The small discussion group of about five 
to eight students is where relationships can be fostered and 
where students can respond and be noticed more feasibly.

Your role as the instructor can be enormously influential 
in helping students feel validated. There is an old saying: 

“Once I did bad and that I heard ever. Twice I did good, but 

what is it about Facebook and other social media venues 
that pull students towards them, rather than leave them 
feeling like their teeth are being pulled as with online/
hybrid course discussions? I propose that there are at least 
three variables—relationships, validation, and evaluation—
that work together to stimulate higher motivation and 
engagement in the online/hybrid course discussion. 

Relationships
Social media teaches us that relationships are part of 
the bedrock of an engaged discussion. Think about your 
Facebook timeline littered with posts from family, friends, 
and others (i.e. people about whom the term “friend” is a 
lesser crime against semantic law, but who you nonetheless 
felt too guilty to reject). You may even have a group 
page to isolate those posts from those people that matter 
matter the most to you. If so, then you understand how 
important relationships are to increasing interest and 
engagement in online communication. The same is true 
of the online class discussion. Perceptible “social presence” 
(Oztok & Clare; 2011), or “the ability . . . to project [one’s 
self] socially and affectively into a community of inquiry” 
(Rourke, Anderson, Garrison, & Archer; 1999, p. 50) is the 
axis upon which the wheel of interactive online dialogue 
turns. Frequent effort at establishing and maintaining 
meaningful social presence becomes the axle-grease to 
this great wheel. To do otherwise can result in “learner 
frustration, anxiety, and . . . failure” (Kerwald, 2008, p. 
97). This may seem an extrapolation, but imagine that you 
are facilitating an in-class discussion. Once you pose a 
thought-provoking question to the class, you realize you 
are hungry and immediately leave the classroom and walk 
over to the cafeteria for lunch, assuming the students will 
discuss the question and arrive at the intended objective 
themselves. Later, you determined to come back to the 
in-class discussion, but you experienced a post-lunch 
crash and decide to take a quick nap in your office instead. 
Such a comical scenario as this would not only show poor 
form but would also be entirely unconscionable. Yet, if we 
are not careful, this is exactly what we do in our online 
discussions, and it should be equally abhorrent in that 
medium as well. 

For students to engage meaningfully in the online 
discussion forum, they need to feel that someone is in 
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Proceed on the assumption that sincere and meaningful 
efforts to validate your students will do much good, and 
then watch the ripple effect of more engaged student 
participation in the discussion forum.

You can see the galvanizing effect that such a small 
token of admiration had upon this student. In a purely 
online course, trust that expressions of encouragement, 
admiration, and feedback will have an impact for good in 
lieu of any physical manifestation that your words have 
found purchase within your students’ hearts. Proceed on 
the assumption that sincere and meaningful efforts to 
validate your students will do much good, and then watch 
the ripple effect of more engaged student participation in 
the discussion forum.

Evaluation
Finally, a word about evaluation: assessing student 
performance in a discussion forum can lead to the slippery 
slope of subjectivity, unless grounded upon a theoretically-
driven rubric (see appendix). Rubrics are advantageous in 
mitigating the subjectivity involved in grading discussion 
forum participation and can also provide clear benchmarks 
for performance expectations. Bear in mind, however, 
the nature in which social presence and evaluation 
affect students. Rubric-based assessment without strong 
instructor social presence or actionable feedback can 
cause students to become apathetic and/or frustrated as 
they perceive the discussion to be simply a hoop to jump 
through. At its worst, this could a burdensome anchor, 
weighing down students as they wonder in frustration 
who the faceless entity is that is giving poor evaluations of 
their performance. Conversely, rubric-based assessment, 
coupled with strong social presence, becomes an anchor 
of stability as students receive meaningful and actionable 
feedback geared towards helping them succeed. 

In conclusion, social media forums have shown that 
asynchronous online conversations with people, whose 
relationships are valued most, serve as meaningful mediums 
for validation in our lives. Such knowledge should inform 

that I heard never” (Carnegie, 1981). If we are not careful, 
we may focus solely on providing feedback for student 
improvement without also providing sincere and meaningful 
praise when students perform exceptionally well. 

The Savior was so masterful in his ability to attend to 
the one, while maintaining steadfast focus on the “ninety-
and-nine” (Luke 15:4, King James Bible). Attending to both 
may seem overly altruistic, but in the online realm, where 
instructor contact is extremely limited, careful attention 
to all of the students is essential for increasing validation 
of student performance, both in terms of the participation 
in the discussion and overall performance in the course. 
Instructors who are most effective in engaging students 
online create opportunities to communicate with and 
encourage students both in and out of the online discussion 
(i.e. email communication, etc.). Consider the following real 
email from an online religion instructor to a student:

Dear Student Y,
Thank you for being in this class. I am so pleased with your 
great efforts. Your testimony, sincerity, and enthusiasm will 
pay dividends…You are going to be a humble and superior 
missionary in the Lord’s service.
 
Best,
Brother Z
Now consider the student’s response:

Brother Z,
Thank you so much for your email! I enjoy your class 
so much and I am grateful to have a teacher like you to 
prepare me for the real mission experience. Your email 
made my day and I love that you took the time to express 
your words of kindness.
Student Y
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Appendix

Michaelsen, Larry (2013). Team-based learning. BYU–Idaho Guest Lecture Series. 
Rexburg: Brigham Young University-Idaho. [Video file]. Retrieved from 

https://video.byui.edu/media/Larry+Michelson+%22TBL+In+Brief%22/0_pp-
cuiqsw 

Robins, Seth (2014). BYU–Idaho Learning Model-based discussion forum 
participation scoring rubric. 

Rexburg: BYU–Idaho Online Curriculum Development Department. Retrieved 
from https://content.byui.edu/file/2a5620d6-c549-4efc-8873-4e2f77e2591d/1/
Online%20Discussion%20Performance%20Scoring%20Rubric.pdf 

our approach as facilitators of online/hybrid course 
discussion forums. Establishing a concrete and inviting 
social presence within online discussions, as the instructor 
facilitating the discussion, is essential for interacting 
meaningfully with the students online. Furthermore, 
fostering meaningful dialogue within the confines of smaller 
groups assuages student frustration with unmanageable 
volumes of discussion dialogue by effectively couching the 
dialogue into more manageable and intimate settings. This 
also enables students to develop relationships more feasibly 
whereby they may build interest in one another and engage 
each other more effectively. Coupling this with rubric-
based assessment of student performance and actionable 
feedback provides the foundation for a highly effective 
online discussion among students. As these variables of 
social media and effective instruction—relationship building, 
validation, and evaluation—are combined effectively in the 
online discussion forum, students become more motivated 
to engage with their classmates. By understanding the nature 
of your role as the instructor in online/hybrid course, you 
can apply these principles of effective online dialogue to 
increase student motivation and performance. As students 
are more highly motivated to participate, the online 
discussion forum is transformed from a mandatory exercise 
in monotony to a more engaging source of idea exchange 
and impactful learning. t
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