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Online discussion boards provide opportunities for students to share experiences, consolidate knowledge,
explore new ideas, and feel connected to other students and faculty. Despite the benefits, many students
do not voluntarily engage in discussion board activities. Mandating participation is a contentious issue,
but after reviewing the literature, a summative assessment task and a rubric were developed and trialed in
a fully online, Australian postgraduate course. An audit of the discussion board posts from two semesters
without the assessment task, and two semesters using the assessment task, found the quality and quantity
of posts increased. There were significant improvements in regularity, discussion of course concepts,
translation to relevant experiences, and support and encouragement for other learners. The initiative
successfully created a learning environment and is being implemented in other subjects.
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Introduction

Social learning has significant learning benefits (Bandura, 1986; VVygotsky, 1978). Lave and Wenger (1991)
theorised that people learn better when they interact regularly, and Chickering and Gamson (1987) recommend
that reciprocity and cooperation be promoted among students in higher education courses. Additionally, the
development of learning communities in distance education can reduce students’ feelings of isolation and
provide opportunities for collaborative learning (Yuan & Kim, 2014). For fully online courses, discussion
boards can enable students to interact, share knowledge and feel connected (Chen, Chang, Ouyang, & Zhou,
2018). However, many students do not voluntarily engage in discussion board activities or only communicate in
a superficial manner that does not contribute to the learning environment in a meaningful way.

How educators provide social learning opportunities, and ensure student participation, in online university
courses, is a current teaching challenge. Mandating participation can lead to student dissatisfaction if they
perceive the exercise to be of little value or the required extra work has no marks attached (Blissenden, Clarke,
& Strevens, 2012). Formally assessing participation in the discussion board is based on the notion that
assessment is a key driver for student learning (Biggs & Tang, 2011; Matheson, Wilkinson, & Gilhooly, 2012).
Assessing discussion board participation is somewhat contentious (Osborne, Byrne, Massey, & Johnston, 2018)
though much research has found students are more engaged with the course content and gain higher marks
(Birch & Volkov, 2007; Maddix, 2012; Song, Rice, & Oh, 2019), display improved critical thinking skills
(Brown, 2014; Giacumo & Savenye, 2020), form connections with other students and faculty (Tirado-Morueta,
2017) and apply knowledge to practical situations.

Research Aim

This research seeks to describe and evaluate an assessment task and rubric that was developed and implemented
in a postgraduate online course. The aim of this study is to audit the discussion board posts in a fully online
postgraduate subject before and after the assessment task was introduced. The research question is ‘What impact
does a summative assessment task, that mandates discussion board contributions, have on the learning
environment in an online postgraduate subject?’

Methods

The literature was reviewed to identify relevant criteria to develop the assessment task and rubric to grade
participation in the discussion board. Nandi, Chang and Balbo (2009) found the existing criteria for the
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assessment of quality in discussion boards did not focus on interaction or engagement. They proposed a
framework that included criteria and ratings for content, interaction quality, and objective measures
(participation rates and consistency of participation). This framework and subsequent studies were reviewed to
select the following elements: contributions are regular and timely (Kemble, 2017; McKinney, 2018; Nandi,
2009; Phillippi, 2015), contributions display knowledge/content (McKinney, 2018; Nandi, 2009; Phillippi,
2015), contributions are reflective (Giacumo & Savenye, 2020; Nandi, 2009; Phillippi, 2015), contributes to
social learning environment (McKinney, 2018; Nandi, 2009; Phillippi, 2015), additional resources shared
(Kemble, 2017), and contributions are appropriately written and collegial (McKinney, 2018; Phillippi, 2015).

The new assessment was trialled in one subject in a fully online postgraduate course, for two semesters. To
evaluate the new initiative, discussion board posts from the two semesters before the assessment was
implemented were compared to the two semesters where the new assessment requirement had been

implemented.

Each student name was allocated a unique identifying code and their posts were then scored by a single coder
(the author) using six criteria each with a scoring scale of zero to ten (see Table 1).

Table 1 — Audit criteria of discussion board contributions

Criteria

Score

10-9

8-7

6-5

4-3

2-0

Contributions
are regular
and timely
(posted within
2 weeks of
each module)

Contributions for 9
or 10 modules are
regular and timely.

Contributions are
regular and timely
for 7 or 8 modules.
Or contributions for
9 or 10 modules,
posted within 4
weeks of proposed
timetable.

Contributions are
regular and timely
for 5 or 6 modules.
Or contributions for
6 or 7 modules,
posted within 4
weeks of proposed
timetable.

Contributions are
regular and timely
for 3 or 4 modules.
Or contributions for
4 or 5 modules,
posted within 4
weeks of proposed
timetable.

Contributions are
regular and
timely for less
than 3 modules.
Or contributions
for 4 or5
modules,

posted within 4
weeks of
proposed
timetable.

Contributions
display
knowledge of
subject
material

9 or 10 posts
contain factually
correct and
substantive
knowledge, and
are relevant to
discussion board
tasks.

7 or 8 posts contain
factually correct and
substantive
knowledge and are
relevant to
discussion board
tasks. Or 9 or 10
posts display some
factually correct
knowledge that is
relevant to
discussion board
tasks.

5 or 6 posts contain
factually correct and
substantive
knowledge and are
relevant to
discussion board
tasks. Or 7 or 8 posts
display some
factually correct
knowledge that is
relevant to
discussion board
tasks.

3 or 4 posts contain
factually correct and
substantive
knowledge and are
relevant to
discussion board
tasks. Or 5 or 6 posts
display some
factually correct
knowledge that is
relevant to
discussion board
tasks.

Less than 3 posts
contain factually
correct and
substantive
knowledge and
are relevant to
discussion board
tasks. Or 3 or 4
posts display
some factually
correct
knowledge that
is relevant to
discussion board
tasks.

Contributions
are reflective

9 or 10 posts
contain relevant
experiences,
examples, stories,
or reflections
about the teaching
strategies or
implications for
future practice.

7 or 8 posts contain
relevant experiences,
examples, stories, or
reflections about the
teaching strategies
or implications for
future practice.

5 or 6 posts contain
relevant experiences,
examples, stories, or
reflections about the
teaching strategies
or implications for
future practice.

3 or 4 posts contain
relevant experiences,
examples, stories, or
reflections about the
teaching strategies
or implications for
future practice.

Less than 3 posts
contain relevant
experiences,
examples,
stories, or
reflections about
the teaching
strategies or
implications for

future practice.
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Contributions
support social
learning
environment

9 or 10 posts
support and
encourage other
learners, or
contribute to the
social/networking
environment

7 or 8 posts support
and encourage other
learners, or
contribute to the
social/networking
environment

5 or 6 posts support
and encourage other
learners, or
contribute to the
social/networking
environment

3 or 4 posts support
and encourage other
learners, or
contribute to the
social/networking
environment

Less than 3 posts
support and
encourage other
learners, or
contribute to the
social/networkin
g environment

Additional
Resources
Contributed

9 or 10 additional
\valuable resources
suggested (Eg
current literature,
\video, web-based
tool, workshop,
podcast).

7 or 8 additional
\valuable resources
suggested (Eg
current literature,
\video, web-based
tool, workshop,
podcast).

5 or 6 additional
\valuable resources
suggested (Eg
current literature,
\video, web-based
tool, workshop,
podcast).

3 or 4 additional
\valuable resources
suggested (Eg
current literature,
video, web-based
tool, workshop,
podcast).

Less than 3
additional
\valuable
resources
suggested (Eg
current literature,
\video, web-based
tool,

workshop,
podcast).

Clarity

IAll of the posts are
clear and easy to
read, and are
written in a
collegial manner.

Most of the posts are
clear and easy to
read, and are written
in a collegial
manner.

Some of the posts
are clear and easy to
read, and are written
in a collegial
manner. A few of
the posts are poorly
written or difficult to
understand.

/A few of the posts
are clear and easy to
read, and are written
in a collegial
manner. Some of the
posts are poorly
written or difficult to
understand.

Posts are poorly
written or
difficult to
understand.
Some posts use
an impolite
manner.

The data were analysed using descriptive statistics (total number of posts per group, means and standard
deviations) and simple unpaired, two-tailed t-tests for each criterion pre and post the assessment task

implementation. To comply with ethics requirements, individual student scores are not reported; only the group
totals, averages and statistical significance between the pre and post assessment groups are reported.

The postgraduate course is fully online on the BlackBoard learning management system which provides a
discussion board function. The course facilitator sets up weekly discussion topics and questions, as well as a

virtual ‘lunch room’ thread for introductions and general networking, and all posts are viewable by the enrolled
students and subject staff.

Results

The number of students audited before the assessment task was implemented was 31. They contributed a total of
189 posts (average of 6.10 posts per student). The number of students after the assessment task was
implemented was 29 with 433 posts contributed (average of 14.93 posts per student).

For the criterion ‘Contributions are regular and timely’ which required posts to be submitted within two weeks
of timetabled weekly modules, the scores significantly increased (p<0.05) from pre-assessment (mean = 3.55, sd
= 3.48) to post-assessment (mean = 8.21 sd = 2.57). Similar significant increases were recorded in the criteria
‘Contributions display knowledge of subject material’, ‘Contributions are reflective/describe experiences’ and
‘Contributions support social learning environment’. For the criterion ‘Additional resources are contributed’
which required students to provide information about helpful resources (Eg current literature, video, web-based
tool, workshop, podcast) there were almost no resources noted (mean = 0.06, sd = 0.25) in the pre-assessment
posts. Although a significant increase (p < 0.05) was noted for the post-assessment scores (mean = 1.21, sd =

1.15) the mean scores were markedly below the scores in the other criteria. The last criterion regarding the

‘Clarity’ required posts to be clear and easy to read, and written in a collegial manner. Grammar, punctuation
and referencing were not assessed; there was a significant increase (p < 0.05) from the pre-assessment scores
(mean = 7.90, sd = 3.75) to the post-assessment scores (mean = 9.59, sd = 1.88) though both these means are
well above those calculated for the other criteria. See Table 2.
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Table 2 — Results of scoring of discussion board contributions

Pre-Assessment  [Post-Assessment  |p- value
Criteria Mean (sd) n=31 |Mean (sd)
n=29

Contributions are regular and timely 3.55 (3.48) 8.21 (2.57) 0.000
Contributions display knowledge of subject material [3.48 (3.69) 8.00 (2.54) 0.000
Contributions are reflective/describe experiences  [3.48 (3.61) 8.52 (2.44) 0.000
Contributions support social learning environment 3.19 (3.40) 7.17 (3.55) 0.000
/Additional resources are contributed 0.06 (0.25) 1.21 (1.15) 0.000
Clarity 7.90 (3.75) 9.59 (1.88) 0.032

Discussion and conclusions

Assessing student participation in a discussion board increased the quality and quantity of contributions. The
assessment task and criteria sought to highlight to students the importance of social learning and connectedness.
The rubric used criteria reported in the literature that were considered important for this fully online subject.

Developing a sense of community in an online environment can be facilitated using a discussion board (Ajayi,
2010), though different approaches to achieve varying learning outcomes are reported in the literature. There is,
however, wide consensus, that communication should be regular and address the current learning topics. My
study found that students do not engage regularly with the discussion board when no marks are awarded for
participation. Despite being informed about the benefits of social learning at the start of each semester, and
being provided with potential objectives that could be used to develop personal goals, there was limited use of
the discussion board. The introduction of the assessment task, which contributed to 10% of the final grade, had a
significant impact on student engagement. To incentivise regular postings students are assessed on how many
topics they respond to and the timeliness of their responses. Contributions that are made within two weeks of
posted questions are considered timely for this postgraduate subject. To further encourage the social learning
environment students are awarded marks for posts that support and encourage other learners, or contribute to the
networking environment. A discussion board thread called ‘lunch room’ is provided for general networking, and
students are encouraged to introduce themselves and attach an image of themselves. To further support the
social learning, students are encouraged to provide additional resources that may be of use to others in the class
(Eg current literature, videos, workshops, podcasts).

To ensure students are engaging with the subject material, and are understanding the key concepts and learning
relevant terminology, the contributions are required to display knowledge learned in each course module.
Further, constructing new knowledge and meaning of concepts can be enhanced when students share their
understanding. This study showed that assessing discussion board posts for knowledge gained from the course
material significantly increased the theoretical, evidence-based content of the posts. It is beyond the scope of
this small project to investigate the impact on the final grades, though anecdotal evidence (in synchronous
tutorials, and other assignments) suggests a greater number of students had acquired a better grasp of the course
content.

To situate the meaning of the new knowledge students are encouraged to reflect on how it may be useful for
their work practices. By allocating marks to posts that demonstrate the translation of new knowledge to practical
scenarios, this study found that the student contributions contained significantly improved analyses of course
content. The discourse demonstrated greater critical thinking and higher order cognitive skills. The students are
encouraged and awarded marks for describing relevant experiences, examples, stories, or reflections about how
they are using newly learnt content, or reflections about implications for future practice.
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The use of mandatory assessment of the discussion board, with clearly defined criteria, improved the quality of
contributions and facilitated greater connectedness between students. Students demonstrated knowledge and
engagement with the subject material. This assessment task has improved the online learning environment and is
being implemented in other subjects. The criteria identified for this assessment tool may contribute to other
studies published on the development and effectiveness of mandating and assessing discussion board
contributions.

Limitations

This research audited data from four small cohorts of students in one postgraduate subject. The subject content,
which is about health professional education, lends itself to discussion of new content and concepts, so the
criteria developed for this assessment tool is merely a guide for others.
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