Moodle

Getting Started with Discussion Forums

Introduction
Discussion forums are extremely useful activities that offer an opportunity for student communication and collaboration.  They take time as both a students and tutor to learn to use but with time students can and do engage, however they will only do so if:
They feel they need to participate.  This could be in relation to their coursework, or if students wish to stay in contact with peers in relation to their course, (more likely on a distance-learning course).

Or

There is a sense on community in relation to other course participants (tutors and peers), the forums can help establish and maintain this community.

Type of Forums in Moodle

When thinking about which forum you would like to use, consider first what you would like your students to gain from the forum, also how you would usually ask questions to your students in the class.

For example - would you

1. Would you throw the question out to the class and sit back to observe them in their answers? 

2. Or would you break them up into smaller groups first and ask them to have discussions with a partner before bringing them back to the main group? 

3. Or perhaps you would like to keep them focused on a particular aspect of a question and ensure that they do not wander away from the topic at hand? 
Each of these questions will help you decide which type of forum is the most suitable for you.

Forum types
1. A standard forum for general use

2. A single simple discussion
3. Each person posts one discussion
4. Question and Answer forum
A standard forum for general use

	Who can do what?
	Why use it?

	Everyone on the module has read and write access

Anyone can post and reply

Anyone can start a new discussion topic
	Module question & answers - encourages peer support
Ideal social area - especially for distance learning 

Use as summary discussion spaces drawing together thoughts from other collaborative work presented in other areas (VLE or not) 


A single simple discussion
	Who can do what?
	Why use it?

	Everyone on the module has read access

Anyone can post and reply

Tutor only can start the topic
	Time limited discussion on one single topic, which helps to keep students focused.


Each person posts one discussion
	Who can do what?
	Why use it?

	Everyone on the module has read access

Students can add ONE NEW TOPIC ONLY

Anyone can reply to a topic
	Allows more flexibility than a single topic students can add to the discussion area.  

More restrictive than the general discussion area.


Question and Answer forum
	Who can do what?
	Why use it?

	Everyone on the module has read access

Tutors only ask questions
Students responded to questions, and can only see other responses once they have responded
	For restrictive and direct Q&As
Students cannot edit their response after 30 minutes


Setting up a forum

Log onto your Moodle course and Turn editing on

http://learning.lamp.ac.uk/
From the Add an Activity drop down list, select Forum.
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This will take you to the Adding a new forum page.  Work your way through the fields completing the information.  
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Decide which Forum type you would like to run and click on this.  If you would like all module participants to receive an email each time a new posting is added, change the Force everyone to be subscribed to Yes

	(
Tutor Tip

Be clear in the Forum Instructions box about what you expect of your students in relation to the forum discussion, think about timescale if you are requiring contributions or for mandatory work to be completed.  Part time students need a realistic timeframe to complete any tasks.  Remember to add a ‘help’ contact if they have questions or need additional support 


Example of a number of General discussion areas, with topics started by tutors and students
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Click on one of these and the whole conversation can be seen:
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Tips for effectively use for academic purposes

Teach students how too use the discussion board

Start with a simple task that teaches posting skills and established a sense of community for example, for example students to introduce themselves, or their favourite object etc.  Begin with you initially posting on the discussion list. Tell the students a bit about yourself and/or the course and your favourite object. Encourage students to do the same. Your use of the tool models an appropriate use of it and provides students with the initial prompt to begin a discussion. This exercise will also reveal if students are having difficulty understanding how to post or reply to a message. 
Focus the discussion by carefully preparing questions in advance
The simple start is good, if you wish to introduce complex issues and questions, prepare both the area and students.  Think about using groups
Expectations

Inform students of your expectations for how these tools will be used as part of the course.  If you expect students to access the discussion between lectures, tell them.  In addition tell students what they can expect from you as a tutor.  If you are intending to generate discussion this will need your moderation, it will not happen in isolation.

Moderate discussion board use

Monitor the discussion or assign a student monitor to keep learners focused on the topic. Think about and respond appropriately to the quality and regularity of the postings. If your students appear to post late (when you have already gone on to another posting), not participate, or post no substantive messages, communicate with that student privately asking why (it could be as simple as they are not able to access the forum)
Student facilitation

Consider asking students to facilitate discussions in specific content areas where they may have particular expertise or where expertise needs to be developed. Having a student lead the discussion can lead to the student preparing in advance with relevant issues and information. 
Discussion summaries

It is important to provide a summary of the discussion before moving on to a new threads.  Bring together the main points, draw from the students observations and pose some new questions.  Think about how your previous discussion will link to your next and how the overall discussion links to your course theme and concepts.
Using the Discussion Forums

As a distance student the discussion forums are where you will ‘talk’ to your tutors and peers about the readings and other academic content.  At the residential we will discuss how to use the discussion forum and specifically the roles of leading and summarising the discussion for your academic work.  But there are more to the forums than that.  We will use them as notice boards and cafes, we also have started one with Ask the Librarian, where you can ask specific questions for Sarah about accessing the resources online.

What are the advantages & disadvantages (above that of just talking)…..

	Advantages
	Disadvantages

	Flexibility: accessible 24x7, any place as long as you have an internet connection 
Levelling: reserved people who usually don't speak up can say as much as they like while "loud" people are just another voice and can’t interrupt
Documented: unlike verbal conversation, online discussion is lasting and can be revisited
Encourages reflection: participants don't have to contribute until they've thought about the issue and feel ready
Relevance: provides a place for real life examples and experience to be exchanged
Choice: a quick question or comment, or a long reflective account are equally possible
Community: over time can develop into a supportive, stimulating community which participants come to regard as the high point of their course
Limitless: you can never predict where the discussion will go; the unexpected often results in increased incidental learning
	Text-based: relies on inputting text which can be challenging for those who don't like to write or have poor keyboard skills 
No physical cues: without facial expressions and gestures or the ability to retract immediately there's a big risk of misunderstanding
Information overload: a large volume of messages can be overwhelming and hard to follow, even stress-inducing 
Threads: logical sequence of discussion is often broken by users not sticking to the topic (thread)
Time lag: even if you log on daily, 24 hours can seem like a long time if your waiting for a reply; and then the discussion could have moved on and left you behind
Inefficient: it's takes longer than verbal conversation and so it's hard to reply to all the points in a message, easily leaving questions unanswered
Directionless: participants used to having a teacher or instructor telling them what to do can find it a leaderless environment (and that's where tutors come in!)
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