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WCP Essentials:  

Online Discussion Forums 
 
Online Discussion Forums (ODFs) have long been an essential component of online education programs, filling-in for the 
traditional in-class discussion. However, as more and more instructors incorporate flipped-classroom and blended-learning 
strategies into their syllabi, ODFs have become a common feature of traditional courses as well, providing a means of 
enhancing student engagement, discussion, and learning beyond the regular classroom. The following are some tips and 
strategies on how to effectively set up and manage an online discussion forum for your course. 
 

Getting Started 
 

Consider Your Course/Teaching Needs 
 

It is important to think about how a discussion forum will fit into the framework of your course. For Example: 

• Which course objectives will ODFs support? 

• What specific learning outcomes will it facilitate? 

• How will the ODFs link to specific subject matter and materials? 

• How much time can you and your students devote to ODFs? Could it be a weekly requirement, or should it be used to 
support selected parts of your syllabus? 

These factors will help you determine the most effective way to utilize discussion forums as a learning tool. 
 

Prepare Your Students 
 

Students need to be clear on what you expect from them and what they can expect from you: 

• Explain how the ODF fits into the course and why you are including it in the syllabus. 

• Provide information in how to use the ODF software. Students are fairly tech-savvy, but do not assume that they will 
automatically know how to use the online discussion platform (i.e. Moodle, Blackboard, etc.)   

• Provide students with minimum and maximum length requirements for discussion board posts and responses 
(NOTE: Obviously, students need to demonstrate some degree of effort, but you do not want to over-burden yourself 
with an unreasonably lengthy reading commitment).  

• Establish strict deadlines for initial discussion posts and follow-up responses. Inform students that additional 
posts will not be accepted after the final deadline, and that the timeliness of their posts will also be a grading criterion.  

• Establish rules for “netiquette” and make it clear in your syllabus the kind of language and comments that will not be 
tolerated (this can also be reflected in the assessment rubric), and how unacceptable behavior will be dealt with.  

• Explain your role in the discussion. When will you check the forum? What type of input can students expect?  
• Explain how ODF participation will be assessed.  Provide a rubric (this will help students understand what is 

expected in their posts and reduce the amount of feedback you have to give). 

 

Setting Up the Discussion 
 

Clarify the Task 
 

ODFs typically center on a course component, i.e. an assigned reading or other learning outcome. 

• Explain the purpose of the assignment, i.e. the underlying learning goals; what you hope students will take away 
from the discussion activity.   

• Provide detailed instructions on what you want students to do for the ODF assignment.  

• Provide discussion prompts, i.e. comments and/or questions to initiate (and later expand) the discussion.  
 

Ask the Right Questions 
 

In any class-discussion scenario, it is important that the moderator ask not only interesting questions, but the right kinds of 
questions. Yes-No and Agree-Disagree type questions are not conducive to conversation. Ideally, discussion questions 
should a) be open-ended, requiring students to reflect and analyze; and b) support and lead students to construct and 
develop knowledge in support of learning objectives (Morrison, 2012). These criteria should form the basis for how you 
initiate the discussion and elicit further responses (analysis, clarification, exploration, etc.) from students. Consider the types 
of questions listed by Davis (1993, pp. 83-84) as a guideline to formulating your discussion prompts: 

• Exploratory questions: probe facts and basic knowledge 

• Challenge questions: interrogate assumptions, conclusions, or interpretations 

• Relational questions: ask for comparisons of themes, ideas, or issues 

• Diagnostic questions: probe motives or causes 

• Action questions: call for a conclusion or action 

• Cause-and-effect questions: ask for causal relationships between ideas, actions, or events 

• Extension questions: expand the discussion 

• Hypothetical questions: pose a change in the facts or issues 

• Priority questions: seek to identify the most important issue(s) 

• Summary questions: elicit synthesis 
 

See also: Purdue University: Varying your Discussion Prompts as an Instructional Strategy 
 

https://www.purdue.edu/innovativelearning/supporting-instruction/portal/files/8.1_Varying_your_Discussion_Prompts_as_an_Instructional_Strategy.pdf
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Managing the ODF 
 

Gain and Maintain Student Buy-in 
 

• Start early in the course. The first ODF should take place in the first week(s) of class to get students use to the idea of 
participating in the discussion. Your feedback will also help reinforce what is required in their posts and responses.  

• Recognize student contributions. Refer to students by name when giving feedback on their posts. Offer thanks and 
encouragement for outstanding posts either in the forum, via email, or during regular class. 

• Connect the forum to the classroom. Read forum posts before regular class time and mention some of them during 
class as a means of connecting the ODF to the work you are doing in the course. This will encourage students to 
participate in and read the comments on the forum.  NOTE: Remember to get permission from students before using 
their posts as examples.  

• Remind students of the weight of ODFs in overall course assessment (e.g. in the assignment instructions). OFDs 
may be graded as a separate course component or as part of a broader participation grade. In any case, students are 
more likely to make an honest effort when they know there is a grade involved. 

• If a student stops contributing to the discussion, contact them via email to ascertain the problem. Offer help to try 
and resolve the issue.  

 

Be Strategic in Your Involvement 
 

Your role as moderator is crucial to ensuring students get the most from the discussion. However, studies have shown that 
being overly involved in the discussion and not being involved enough can both have a negative effect. The goal is to 
maintain a “presence” in the discussion, but without taking over the conversation. 

• Give the students as much ownership as possible. Encourage them to answer each other’s questions before adding 
your own comments. 

• Be selective in your responses. Remember that you do not have to respond to every post. Choose responses that 
stand out, i.e. that are exceptionally good or raise interesting points worth expanding on. 

• Look for commonalities among responses and use them as a basis for feedback or to further the discussion. 
Grouping responses in this way will help you save time.  

 

Know When to Intervene 
• Posts containing incorrect information should be addressed immediately (albeit in a tactful manner) 

• Likewise posts that stray into unproductive areas of conversation should be re-directed.  

• Posts that are insufficient or cursory should be prompted for additional information (thereby reinforcing standards for 
participation).  

• Posts that contain inappropriate language can be 
penalized in the scoring (based on the “language” 
criterion in the grading rubric). More serious cases 
involving inappropriate or offensive language should also 
be addressed publicly in the forum as a reminder of 
forum netiquette rules. 

• In the most severe cases, document the incident and 
delete the post. Adhere to institutional policies in such 
situations. 
 

Assessing ODF Participation 
 

As with any course grading, ODF assessment should be 
timely and transparent.  

• Provide your assessment shortly after the 
completion of an ODF. This will allow students to gauge 
their own performance and adjust where necessary. To 
stay on top of your assessment, establish and adhere to 
a grading schedule. Periodically remind students of ODF 
deadlines to keep them in-line with your schedule. 

• Use Grading Rubrics. As mentioned, rubrics provide 
ready-made feedback on different assessment criteria 
and communicate the highest standards of performance 
that students should aim for. NOTE: Make sure students 
have access to the ODF rubric before the assignment. 
Page 3 of this guide offers two examples of ODF grading 
rubrics that can be adapted for your specific needs. 

https://shsswritingcenter.wixsite.com/writingcenterprogram/wac
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Discussion Board Rubric Sample 1 Adapted from University of Cincinnati Guide to Effective Use of Discussion 
Forums: https://www.uc.edu/cetl/ourwork/online/DiscussionForums.html 

Criteria 4 points 3 points 2 points 0-1 points 

Response to 
Prompt 

Brought new understanding 
to topic. Clearly contributed 
to discussion 

Good response but 
could have been more 
clearly connected to 
prompt 

Attempted adequate 
response but may have 
missed main idea or 
wandered from topic 

Post(s) not made or not 
clearly connected to topic 

Replies to other 
students (if 
required) 

Clear engagement with other 
students. Specific references 
to others’ ideas 

Engaged with other 
students but could 
have been more 
specific or original 

Engagement with other 
students minimal or vague 

Missing or extremely weak 
replies 

Language Proper use of academic 
language, clear prose, and 
appropriate, professional 
communication 

Language could have 
been clearer or more 
polished at some 
points. 

Communication may be weak, 
unclear, or inappropriate in an 
academic audience. 

Broke basic rules of 
appropriate communication 
in an academic environment 
OR post was not made. 

Evidence Clear connections made to 
supporting evidence 

Good evidence but 
may be lacking in 
specificity 

Evidence presented but may 
have been weak 

Misunderstood nature of 
evidence or lacked evidence 
entirely 

Timeliness Post and any required replies 
met deadlines 

One deadline or one 
component may have 
been missed. 

Deadlines were missed or did 
not include all requirements. 

Post(s) extremely late or 
missed entirely. 

 
Discussion Board Rubric Sample 2 Adapted from University of Delaware Rubric for Asynchronous Discussion 
Participation: http://www1.udel.edu/janet/MARC2006/rubric.html  

Criteria 
Unacceptable 
0 Points 

Acceptable 
1 Point 

Good 
2 Points 

Excellent 
3 Points 

Frequency Participates not at all. 
Participates 1-2 times on 
the same day. 

Participates 3-4 times but 
postings not distributed 
throughout week. 

Participates 4-5 times 
throughout the week. 

Initial Assignment 
Posting 

Posts no assignment. 

Posts adequate assignment 
with superficial thought 
and preparation; doesn’t 
address all aspects of the 
task. 

Posts well developed 
assignment that addresses 
all aspects of the task; 
lacks full development of 
concepts. 

Posts well developed 
assignment that fully 
addresses and develops all 
aspects of the task. 

Follow-Up Postings 
Posts no follow-up responses to 
others. 

Posts shallow contribution 
to discussion (e.g., agrees 
or disagrees); does not 
enrich discussion. 

Elaborates on an existing 
posting with further 
comment or observation. 

Demonstrates analysis of 
others’ posts; extends 
meaningful discussion by 
building on previous posts. 

Content 
Contribution 

Posts information that is off-
topic, incorrect, or irrelevant to 
discussion. 

Repeats but does not add 
substantive information to 
the discussion. 

Posts information that is 
factually correct; lacks full 
development of concept or 
thought. 

Posts factually correct, 
reflective and substantive 
contribution; 
advances discussion. 

References & 
Support 

Includes no references or 
supporting experience. 

Uses personal experience, 
but no references to 
readings or research. 

Incorporates some 
references from literature 
and personal experience. 

Uses references to 
literature, readings, or 
personal experience to 
support comments. 

Clarity & Mechanics 

Posts long, unorganized or rude 
content that may contain 
multiple errors or may be 
inappropriate. 

Communicates in friendly, 
courteous and helpful 
manner with some errors 
in clarity or mechanics. 

Contributes valuable 
information to discussion 
with minor clarity or 
mechanics errors. 

Contributes to discussion 
with clear, concise 
comments formatted in an 
easy to read style that is 
free of grammatical or 
spelling errors. 

 
NOTE: For a Word Doc. Version of these samples contact the WCP webpage moderator at shane.coates@nu.edu.kz 

https://www.uc.edu/cetl/ourwork/online/DiscussionForums.html
http://www1.udel.edu/janet/MARC2006/rubric.html
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