
 
IJHEP International Journal of 

Higher Education Pedagogies 

ISSN: 2669-2333 

Volume 2, Issue 1  

 

© The Author(s). 2021 Open Access. This article is distributed under the terms of the Creative Commons Attribution 4.0 International 
License, which permits unrestricted use, distribution, and redistribution in any medium, provided that the original author(s) and source are 

credited. 

 

 

Discussion Forums as a Learning Material in Higher 

Education Institutions 
 
Hakan Kilinc() and Hakan Altinpulluk 

 
Anadolu University, Open Education Faculty, Turkey 
hakankilinc@anadolu.edu.tr 

ABSTRACT 

Discussion forums, which have more features among the tools used in the online group discussion 

process, are the most preferred learning tool in this process. Instructors, from elementary school to 

college often use online discussion forums to encourage interaction and complex thinking that are not 

always effective in traditional face-to-face learning situations. Discussion forums are a tool that enables 

learners to create information, collaborate and interact simultaneously or asynchronously in the online 

learning environment. In addition, it allows more time for all learners to reflect on their own ideas and 

respond to other learners in the learning process. However, it is seen that there are not enough studies 

on the usability of discussion forums, which are an effective learning material used in online learning 

environments. From this point of view, this study investigates the usability of discussion forums in 

online learning environments. In this study, in which qualitative research method was used, the opinions 

of 8 field experts determined by purposeful sampling method were consulted in the context of the use of 

discussion forums in online learning environments. With the investigation of the usability of discussion 

forums in online learning environments, it is predicted that the efficiency to be obtained from these 

environments will increase. 
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1. Introduction  

According to Vygotsky (1967), social and cognitive development takes place first on the 

social plane where learner and instructor interactions exist; After this stage, social content 

and context are transformed into the individual plane and internalized. Cognitive processes 

such as clarifying, elaborating, defending and integrating opinions and thoughts become 

operational with the dialogues carried out in this process (Jonassen et al., 1995). In other 

words, the creation of meaning or the construction of information takes place as long as 

thoughts are expressed, reflected and discussed. This communication process, which takes 

place orally in the traditional environment, can also be done in written form with the spread 

of online environments. The written communication opportunity provided in online learning 

environments ensures that the communication process carried out in these environments is 

carried out asynchronously. Along with asynchronous communication, online learning 

environments allow the application of the online group discussion technique that allows 

learners to exchange information, develop creative ideas, create a better understanding and 

participate in the learning process in a more interactive way (Knowlton, 2002). Group 

discussions in online learning environments can be carried out by e-mail, discussion forums, 

conference systems, Wikis and other Web 2.0 technologies (Black et al., 2011). Discussion 
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forums, which have more features among the tools used in the online group discussion 

process, are the most preferred learning tool in this process (Schiek ve Ullrich, 2019). 

In online learning environments, learners are asked to discuss and interact in the learning 

process (Altinpulluk et al., 2019; Kilinc ve Yuzer, 2015; Loncar et al., 2014). Instructors, 

from elementary school to college often use online discussion forums to encourage 

interaction and complex thinking that are not always effective in traditional face-to-face 

learning situations (Chen and Wang, 2009). Discussion forums are a tool that enables learners 

to create information, collaborate and interact simultaneously or asynchronously in the online 

learning environment (So, 2009). Gerosa et al. (2010) defines the online discussion forum as 

an asynchronous textual communication tool used to learn better. Online discussion forums 

help less confident learners to voice their opinions. In addition this, it allows more time for all 

learners to reflect on their own ideas and to respond to other learners in the learning process. 

Loncar et al. (2014) stated that, due to the lack of face-to-face communication in online 

learning environments, online discussion forums will be used more in these environments in 

the future. Green et al. (2014), in a study they conducted, concluded that discussion forums 

are the most used component of learning management systems, which are widely used in 

online learning processes. The following seven components have been underlined by Hew 

and Cheung (2008) in order to make discussion forums more efficient. These components 

• presenting their own views or experiences, 

• ask questions, 

• show appreciation, 

• to create a basis for discussions, 

• suggest a new direction to discussions, 

• inviting people to contribute personally, 

• summarizing the discussions that took place during the process, 

is like. At this point, it can be stated that the trainers should pay attention to these elements in 

the learning activities carried out in online discussion forums. 

Learners who interact with each other are mainly involved in the process of generating ideas, 

exposing these ideas to others' comments and criticism, and reshaping the ideas in the light of 

the discussions they make in the process (Rowntree, 1995). This process is consistent with 

the idea that learning emerges from efforts to create common meanings (Roschelle, 1992). In 

this context, the use of online discussion forums that allow simultaneous and asynchronous 

interaction in online learning environments, such as online group discussions, to enable 

learners to participate in a social and interactive learning process and to form a questioning 

community. In addition, in the relevant literature, it has been observed that the studies 

conducted on how discussion forums should be designed in online learning processes, how to 

increase participation and what their limitations might be were insufficient. From this point of 

view, this study investigates the usability of discussion forums in online learning 

environments. In this study, which was designed with the qualitative research method, the 

following research question was asked to the participants who were determined through 

purposeful sampling: 

• How can discussion forums be used as an effective learning material in online 

learning environments? 

• What are the advantages of discussion forums in online learning processes? 

• What are the drawbacks of discussion forums in online learning processes? 
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2. Method 

In this study, phenomenology method was used in order to obtain the opinions of field 

experts on the usability of discussion forums in online learning environments. 

Phenomenology pattern, a research design that focuses on phenomena that we are aware of 

but do not have an in-depth and detailed understanding, is an inquiry strategy in which the 

researcher tries to define the essence of human experiences about a phenomenon explained 

by the participants (Creswell, 2003). 

2.1. Working Group 

In qualitative research, purposeful sampling is preferred over random sampling, as it is 

recommended to keep the sample group small in order to investigate the sample in depth 

(Miles & Huberman, 1994). In order to be suitable for the purpose of the study, criterion 

sampling method, which is one of the purposeful sampling methods, was preferred. The basic 

understanding in the criteria sampling method is to study all situations that meet a 

predetermined set of criteria. At this point, a set of previously prepared criteria can be used, 

as well as developed by the researcher (Yıldırım & Şimşek, 2011). In this study, the criteria 

for participants to be open and distance learning experts were taken into account. In this 

context, the demographic information of the experts who contributed to the study are shown 

in Table 1. 

 
Table 1. 

Demographic information of the participants 

Participant Age Gender Title 
Seniority 

(Year) 

P1 68 Male Doctor 45 

P2 35 Male Doctor 10 

P3 48 Male Doctor 26 

P4 31 Male Doctor 6 

P5 26 Female Doctor 7 

P6 32 Female Doctor 8 

P7 39 Female Doctor 14 

2.2. Data collection tool 

Structured interview questions were directed to open and distance learning experts in order to 

get their views on the usability of discussion forums in online learning environments. Before 

the interviews, the content validity of the structured interview form was obtained by 

obtaining the opinions of three experts working on qualitative research methods and the final 

version was given. The structured interview form, which was finalized in line with the 

opinions of field experts, was created through Google Docs. The interview form consists of 3 

open-ended questions. Open-ended questions were prepared in line with the research 

questions prepared within the scope of the research purpose. 

2.3. Data Analysis 

Content analysis method was used to analyze the data. The main purpose in content analysis 

is to reach the concepts and relationships that can explain the collected data. For this purpose, 

the collected data must first be conceptualized, then organized in a logical manner according 

to the emerging concepts and the themes explaining the data must be determined accordingly 

(Yıldırım ve Şimşek, 2011). Content analysis to be carried out within the scope of the study 

was carried out using NVIVO 12 qualitative data analysis program. The codes were 
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determined as a result of the content analysis of the raw data obtained from the interviews. 

The codes obtained are presented in the findings section of the study. 

3. Findings 

The findings obtained in the light of the questions asked to the participants within the scope 

of this study are given below. 

3.1. Opinions of Field Experts on How the Discussion Forums Can Be Used as an 

Effective Learning Material 

Within the scope of the study, firstly, how discussion forums can be an effective learning 

material in online learning environments was emphasized. In this context, the opinions 

obtained from the participants are shown in Figure 1. 

 
Figure 1: Use of discussion forums as an effective learning material 

At this point, one of the sub-themes highlighted is "Instructor should give feedback to 

learners". The views highlighted under this sub-theme are as follows:  
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“…The instructor should not neglect feedbacks to support the learners.” P1 

“…These forums should be constantly checked by moderators and feedback should be made 

without delay to learners’ views. Otherwise, the student will feel lonely and delay 

participation in the forums.” P3 

“…In the discussion forms, the instructor should be guided.” P4 

Another sub-theme highlighted by the participants was the theme “Instructor should support 

social interactions in discussion forums”. The views obtained under this theme are as 

follows:  

“…Discussion forums should aim to enable learners to exchange ideas among themselves 

and to ensure the active participation of other learners. At this point, instructor should 

support the relationships between learners.” P6 

“The role of the instructors should be to motivate learners to participate in discussion 

forums in a variety of ways.” P7 

Another sub-theme highlighted under the main theme of Use of discussion forums as an 

effective learning material is "Flipped clasrroom model should be applied in discussion 

forums". The views obtained under this theme are as follows:  

“…A learner’s prior research on the topic given in a discussion form will both prepare the 

ground for the learner to express herself comfortably and to express her thoughts on the 

subject with more concrete expressions.” P2 

“…Discussion forums can be used in preparation for the lesson to attract students' attention 

to the lesson. It can also be used to consolidate the information learned in the course.”P5 

3.2. Views of Field Experts on the Advantages of Discussion Forums 

Within the scope of the study, the opinions of field experts were consulted on the advantages 

of discussion forums in online learning environments. The views obtained in this context are 

shown in Figure 2.  

 

Figure 2. Advantages of discussion forums 



 

 

Kilinc et al., 2021                                                                                                                             IJHEP, Vol. 2, No. 1, 1-9 

6 

One of the sub-themes that stand out from the views obtained under this theme is "It enables 

peer learning through online group discussion”. The views obtained under this theme are as 

follows: 

“…In these environments, learning can also take place through peer learning.” P1 

“….In these environments, learners can provide a learning experience through peer learning. 

They can obtain different information from their instructor in the context of subject or study. 

They can provide confirmation of true or false information here.” P3 

Another sub-theme highlighted under the relevant main theme was the theme of "Provides 

learner-learner and learner-instructor interaction". The view obtained under this theme are as 

follows:  

“…Learners can get detailed information about a topic from both the instructor and other 

learners.” P5 

Another sub-theme highlighted under the Advantages of discussion forums main theme is “It 

enables students to express their thoughts and obtain opposing views”. The views obtained 

under this theme are as follows:  

“…Considering the discussion forms as an environment where all participating learners can 

present their ideas and all other learners can receive these ideas, they can provide enormous 

advantages.” P1 

“…It is also important for the learners to share their thoughts with other learners, to know 

what the learners who have similar or opposing views to them, and to enable the learners to 

brainstorm.” P4 

3.3. Views of Field Experts on the Drawbacks of Discussion Forums 

The last research question posed to field experts within the scope of the study addressed the 

disadvantages of discussion forums in online learning environments. The opinions obtained 

in this context are shown in Figure 3. 

 

Figure 3. Drawbacks of discussion forums 
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At this point, one of the prominent sub-themes is “The discussion forum may not be managed 

effectively”. The views obtained under this theme are as follows:   

“…As a limitation, it can be said that the instructor does not give feedback. Because if 

learners cannot get feedback on what they wrote, wrong learning may occur. In order to 

prevent wrong learning, immediate feedback should be given.” P3 

“…The limitation is that it must be constantly followed by the instructors. Otherwise, if the 

discussion moves away from context and goes in different directions and learners misinform 

each other, it may lead to learning of wrong information. However, as with learners, 

instructors may see this as an extra workload.” P1 

Another sub-theme highlighted under the related main theme is "Does not appeal to learners 

with low technology literacy". The views obtained under this theme are as follows:  

“…It is also possible that individuals who do not have or have little Internet usage habits do 

not actively participate in discussion forms.” P6 

“…Lack of experience with online discussion forums also leads to different learner profiles. 

In this way, learners’ participation and interaction are different from each other.” P5 

4. Discussion, Conclusion and Suggestions 

Within the scope of this study, which received opinions from field experts about the usability 

of discussion forums in online learning environments, it was concluded that discussion 

forums are effective learning materials that can be used in these environments. In this 

context, it can be said that permanent learning can be achieved in discussion forums where 

instructors support social relations between learners by guiding them. Similar to this result, 
Chau and Xu (2012) stated that discussion forums are an important tool for effective learning 

in online learning environments. In addition, it can be stated that discussion forums that 

provide asynchronous learning are a suitable tool for learners to learn at their own learning 

pace. In this context, So (2009) emphasized that discussion forums allow learners more time 

to reflect their own ideas and respond to other learners in the learning process. Besides, 

Loncar et al. (2014) stated that discussion forums are a suitable tool for online learning 

environments due to this feature.  

One of the most emphasized issues within the scope of the use of discussion forums is that 

this tool can be managed effectively and thus prepare the ground for discussions between 

learners. At this point, Kılınç (2020) stated that discussion forums where online group 

discussions are held should be divided into manageable groups. In this context, it was stated 

that discussion forums should consist of a maximum of 150 learners as stated by Dunbar 

(1992) in order not to show the feature of massiveness. In addition, Kılınç (2020) stated that 

in these environments, instructors should act within the framework of social constructivism 

theory and Community of inquiry theory. In addition, the following seven components were 

highlighted by Cheong and Cheung (2008) in order to effectively manage online discussion 

forums. These components; (i) presenting their own views or experiences, (ii) asking 

questions, (iii) showing appreciation, (iv) providing ground for discussions, (v) suggesting a 

new direction to discussions, (vi) inviting people to contribute personally, (vii ) to summarize 

the discussions that took place during the process. Therefore, it can be stated that the 

instructors who direct the discussion forums should consider these components.  

One of the most important benefits of discussion forums used in online learning 

environments is that learners express their own ideas and confront opposing ideas. At this 

point, Hampton et al. (2017) states that learners, who also have opposing ideas by expressing 

their own ideas in discussion forums, gain a rich learning experience through mutual 

dialogues. 
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Another striking result obtained within the scope of the study is that discussion forums can be 

used effectively in flipped classroom technique, which is one of the effective techniques that 

can be applied in online learning environments. At this point, related resources can be 

presented to learners by contacting learners through discussion forums in online learning 

processes. In this way, it can be ensured that the learning processes are passed more 

efficiently by ensuring that learners come prepared to the subject given in the course. 

Regarding the drawback of discussion forums used in online learning environments, it is 

emphasized that learners may not express themselves as they wish and may not have the 

necessary technology literacy. However, an important limitation is that the discussion 

environment cannot be managed effectively. At this point, Osborne et al. (2018) emphasized 

that in discussion forums that are not managed effectively, the issue can be dispersed and 

learners will not continue to discuss. In this context, it can be stated that attention should be 

paid to the design of discussion forums. Therefore, it is an important point to keep 

discussions manageable. At this point, machine learning algorithms can be developed to 

provide uninterrupted support by disabling the human factor for unmanageable large groups. 

In this way, using artificial intelligence, it can be made possible to manage the discussion 

forum as a human being should. On the other hand, links that can support the discussions 

with multimedia elements can be used so that discussion forums are not only dependent on 

written texts and visuals. 
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