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ABSTRACT

Due to the current situation of lockdown and social distancing, many educational institutions have 
shifted to online learning. This study aims to identify the key factors that should be present for 
successful online discussion and explores the advantages of merging two activities, e-mentoring, and 
online discussion to improve the quality of the online discussion. A mixed methods design-based 
study was conducted in the setting of the online program in health professions education. Several 
success factors were identified by the current study: merging of mentorship and online discussion, 
shifting of roles, structuring of the discussion, assessment, and the use of guides. The study also 
magnified the role of supervision as moderation and mentorship and suggested solutions to deal with 
silent participants. Finally, the use of a student guide and shifting of roles between the students play 
a crucial role in the success of the ODFs.
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INTRODUCTION

The COVID-19 pandemic has revealed the curtains of many important tools that can be used for 
online learning. Online discussion forum (ODF) is one of these tools. An online discussion forum is a 
web-based application that brings people together alongside shared interests and mindsets. The use of 
ODF has been identified as an important activity for engaging students besides the educational units 
or assignments (Balaji & Charkrabarti, 2010). Due to the current situation of lock-down and social 
distancing, many educational institutions have shifted to online learning. This raises the need for a 
deeper understanding of the available tools that may foster the students’ engagement and learning. 
Therefore, it is important to identify the success factors for the implementation of online discussion 
forums, especially due to a scarcity of literature on this topic.

Online discussion allows types of interactions that are difficult to achieve with other learning 
activities. Previous research confirmed the importance of online discussion for the quality of students’ 
learning experience and showed that online discussions provide a medium for learning which promotes 
increased student engagement, satisfaction, critical analysis and reflection, and the social construction 
of knowledge (Chang, et al, 2015, Zhao, 2016 & Delaney, D, 2019).). However, two main challenges 
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face online discussions: 1) insufficient or inappropriate contribution of the participants (Hew, et al, 
2010), and 2) lack of critical analysis and reflection in discussions (Garrison & Cleveland-Innes, 2005).

Although several previous studies have investigated the factors and importance of online 
discussion in online programs, (Gerosa, et al, 2010, Ulrich & Nedelcu, 2015, Liu, et al,2016, Lima, et 
al, 2019), most of these studies include a list of advantages, challenges, and strategies. However, there 
is a need for further research to address the uncertainty about the factors that may lead to the success 
or failure of this vital activity, as to our knowledge no study has primarily focused on identifying 
success factors, strategies, and suggested a possible design for implementation.

Moreover, the potential role of e-mentoring in the context of online discussion forums deserves 
further attention yet is underexplored in the literature. Virtual mentoring becomes a popular tool 
nowadays because it can provide a flexible and convenient method of communication between mentor 
and mentee in comparison to what traditional mentoring offers (Ramani, et al,2020). The main 
advantage of e-mentoring is the flexibility in time and space. E-mentoring can offer an economical 
and environmentally friendly way of mentoring according to the participants’ time; it may reduce 
the mentors’ and mentees’ feeling of discomfort and it can provide quick supportive information or 
help (Rowland, 2012). Thus, merging e-mentoring with online discussions may improve the quality 
and performance of students in online discussions.

Accordingly, the current study contributes to this research stream to identify the key factors from 
the instructors’ point of view that should be present for a successful online discussion and construct 
a new design to improve the quality of the online discussion. By investigating an intervention in a 
specific educational setting, three research questions are addressed:

1. 	 How to design a successful online discussion?
2. 	 What are the success factors to design and implement online discussion forums?
3. 	 What is the effect of implementing e-mentorship on online discussion forums?

BACKGROUND

Communication is an important part of the excellence of online learning (Bakharia A, Dawson S., 
2011, Koutropoulos A, et al,2012). Forums enable facilitators to realize and intercede in teaching 
and learning activities (Jiang Z, et al,2015, Stephens-Martinez K, et al,2014), and students have 
time to contemplate and frame answers. Learners jointly build up understanding while collaborating 
in an online milieu (Gilbert, PK., & Dabbagh N., 2005). A well-organized educational forum is an 
important instrument to endorse contemplation on learning, impart information and perspectives, 
and unite learners (Benbunan-Fich R., Hiltz. SR., 1999). Forums can encounter both periods of 
sluggishness and sporadic flurries of posts (Filippo D, Fuks, H., de Lucena, CJP., 2009). Without 
proper input, a low level of cognitive commitment happens, and learners may feel cut off (Abawajy, 
J., & Kim, T.,2011) that can lead to inadequate contribution or absence of deepness and excellence 
of the discussion (Watson, A.,2008).

Many studies done based on the review of literature focused on precise improvements to online 
discussion forums, looking into the list of advantages, difficulties, and strategies along with their main 
outcome (Watson, A.,2008, Liu M, et al,2016, Ulrich, C., & Nedelcu. A.,2016, Sayfouri. N.,2016, 
Xu, B., Yang, D.,2015 & Höver, K., & Mühlhäuser, M.,2015). No study has predominantly focused 
on identifying advantages, threats, opportunities, and promising improvements from the facilitator’s 
points of view. Understanding the perception and attitude of facilitators is imperative since they 
work intimately with a diversity of learners. In the studies done by Funaro and Montel (Funaro, G., 
& Montell, F.,1999), Nandi et al. (Nandi, D, et al,2012.) and Balaji (Balaji, MS., & Chakrabarti, 
D., 2012), online forums allowed learners and facilitators to share their wellbeing and find out the 
ways for good team workup. Discussions can lead to the building of novel knowledge among the 
learners (Katz, S., 2005). In addition, Brower (Brower, H.,2003) reports that online tools support 
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quality discussions and joint learning, reaffirming the advantage of the deepness of working as team 
members. A study done by Garrison et al. (Garrison, Dr.,1999) reflected that, in online forums, the 
time between postings led to more thoughtful responses than those of face-to-face learning. Other 
major advantages include flexibility, expediency, and convenience for learners to complete their 
learning anytime and at any place (Balaji, MS., & Chakrabarti, D., 2012). Their studies highlighted 
that online discussion forums avoid loss of data, as the students’ written messages can be retrieved and 
reviewed anytime, reaffirming the benefit of information records for facilitators. They also stated that 
the use of online discussion forums permits learners to work together more with other students and 
facilitators (Balaji, MS., & Chakrabarti, D., 2012). The online discussion forums provide important 
benefits for learners to dynamically connect in their learning process through participation. The learner 
–facilitators communication is a necessary part of the academic process (Anderson, T.,2006). Forums 
expand learners’ opportunities for exchanging knowledge. According to Afify (Afify, MK.,2019), 
online forums provide students with the time needed to deal with their learning, share ideas, and 
share points of view on course topics. Other benefits for the online forum are the expansion of skills 
in virtual teams (Pendry. L., & Salvatore J., 2009).

There are many difficulties regarding online discussion forums. The discussion forums do not 
facilitate the monitoring of active engagement of learners. According to Nakahara et al. (Nakahara, 
J.,2005), monitoring messages and learner’s participation are time-consuming tasks. According to 
Machado et al. (MacHado, C.,2019), due to the considerable number of posts that are generated 
regularly, manual analysis becomes impossible. Mazzolini and Madison (Mazzolini, M.,2007) showed 
that the time of posts and the nature of their posts affect student participation. Rohfeld and Hiemstra 
(Rohfeld, R.,1995) describe the facilitators responsible for keeping discussions on track, contributing 
insights, providing discussion topics, and maintaining group harmony (Dennen, VP.,2005). Liu et 
al. (Liu, M.,2016) emphasize that many online forums can have a “poor” boundary. Coetzee et al. 
(Coetzee, D.,2014) has also studied how effectively organized online forum design affects student 
learning outcomes. According to Wise et al. (Wise, AF.,2015), facilitators and learners need to learn 
to focus on the messages that are relevant to their learning activities as due to a large number of 
participants discussion forums are often overwhelmed by information overload (Brinton, C.,2014). 
Often online forums become confusing for learners to follow the information in a sequential way 
(Hollands, F., & Tirthali, D., 2014). Poquet and Dawson (Poquet, O.,2019) report that the high number 
of students and the nature of online courses make it difficult to develop a sense of belonging and 
confidence in educational forums.

This study was conducted in the setting of the online joint Master of Health Professions Education 
between Maastricht and Suez Canal Universities. The program was founded in 2002 as one of the 
first online programs in health professions education in the Arab region. It is a two-year program 
in which students follow several educational units and students participate in an online discussion 
forum through the web-based application Listserv.

Study Design
The study is design-based research that used mixed methods to obtain different but complementary 
data on the same topic to best understand the research problem. The study is divided into three stages 
as follows:

a. Analyze and explore

The listserv is a term that is frequently used in the program, it is an alternative name for online 
discussion in the literature. The listserv activity (online discussion forum) is a virtual e-group between 
fellows, in which the fellows are requested to actively participate in a discussion with other peers 
(current and previous fellows). The discussions are tailored around different themes. Those themes 
are purely Medical Education topics, and each discussion took 2 weeks duration. This activity is 
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regulated by Listserv coordinators. The fellows are requested to participate in one or more (at least 
one) discussion throughout the whole program duration. The activity timing is scheduled with the 
start of the academic year. In addition, the coordinator announces the topic 2 weeks before the start 
of the discussion. Fellows were voluntarily asked to moderate one session, and this was scored by 
a bonus mark. However, all fellows didn’t have the chance to be moderators through their study in 
the program.

To explore the online discussion situation during the use of the old version, an evaluation of the 
quality of the online discussion was done. The evaluation was done by using a scoring rubric that was 
included in a framework proposed by Nandi et. al. (2009). This framework defines several themes 
on which qualitative online interaction can be designed and assessed. The scoring rubric comprised 
three broad categories: content, interaction quality, and participation. The framework also provides 
a sub-classification that indicates what may be a poor, satisfactory, good, or excellent performance 
against each criterion (Nandi et.al, 2012). The evaluation was done by three independent raters. The 
scores were collected in one spreadsheet and the average score of each item was calculated. The 
evaluation results revealed that there were several problems in the depth and quality of contributions. 
Accordingly, modifications of the online discussion were needed.

b. Design & Construct

As a first step to design and construct a new version of the ODFs, a focus group was conducted 
at the Faculty of Medicine with 10 experts from the Medical Education department and programs 
stakeholders. The sample was a purposive sample focused on including those who had knowledge 
and experience in the online discussion, was familiar with the online discussion, and worked as 
moderators. The sample group was homogenous concerning their working place. However, they 
were heterogeneous concerning their working experience that ranged from one year to more than 10 
years, gender, the working role, and programs.

The participants received an email explaining the purpose and procedure of the study. Participants 
voluntarily accepted to participate in the study and signed an informed consent that was sent by email. 
Researchers had prepared a discussion guide including the questions and sequences. The questions 
were divided into personal questions about the role and experience in ODFs, questions about the 
success factors and tactics, and questions about the use of mentorship in ODFs.

The focus group lasted for two hours. The researcher adopted the directive style to better 
understand intriguing and specific items and factors that were identified by observation and literature 
review. Answers were recorded in audio and written forms. The focus group was transcribed and 
analyzed using principles of grounded theory (GT). It followed an inductive approach. Themes and 
categories were interpretative, constructed by the researchers from the data.

The focus group script/guide was organized into three categories: personal information, the 
success factors of online discussions, and the effect of mentorship on the online discussion. The 
script was transcribed and analysed using the procedures of the Ground theory (GT) method. Two 
coding steps were used: open (a procedure for developing categories of information), and axial (an 
advanced procedure for interconnecting the categories).

After the analysis of the focus group results. The researchers merge the factors and tactics 
suggested in the focus group and the existing learning theories to construct the new online discussion 
design. The design relies on the Cognitive Social Learning Theory. It adopted several concepts that 
aim to overcome the challenges that were identified during the exploration phase and improve the 
quality of the online discussions. Firstly, clear understanding of the nature and purpose of the activity 
from all the parties (Xie et al., 2006; Zhao & McDougall, 2005). Secondly, total involvement of the 
students in the activity (sense of community); in terms of planning, implementation, assessment, 
and evaluation. (Delaney, et al, 2019) Thirdly, direct, and continuous contact and support from the 
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instructors. (Lima, et al, 2019) Fourthly, developing tools to help and guide the students and instructors 
throughout the activities (Farag, 2016). Finally, Assessment drives learning (Havard &Olinzock, 2005).

The developed design has included the ODFs as an integral part of the program. It merged two 
important activities: mentorship and online discussion. Firstly, this Mentorship service changes the 
extra-curricular, optional, contact between students and faculty/mentors into an integral part of the 
curricular activities, where their active participation is monitored and assessed. Secondly, the listserv 
activity (online discussion forum) is planned and moderated by the fellows. The discussions are tailored 
around different themes suggested by the fellows themselves. Fellows are responsible for the success 
of the discussion which will improve their ownership, involvement, and quality of the contributions.

In the developed model, student and faculty guides are prepared by the management team to 
facilitate the fellows’ and mentors’ journey in this activity. The developed guide aimed to establish 
a track and vehicle for the fellows to reach the end of this activity safely. Both formative Summative 
assessments were used. The fellow’s contributions in the discussion should be assessed by the 
coordinator, mentors, and fellows (self & peer assessment). The activity accounts for 50% of the 
practical scores in the program.

Figure 1. Shows the open and axial coding

Figure 2. Mentorship/Listserv activity model
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c. Evaluate and reflect

The new design was implemented for one round. Then a satisfaction questionnaire was used 
to evaluate the role of the student guide in the ODFs. A 31-items questionnaire was developed by 
the researchers to evaluate the student guide. The questionnaire has three main subscales: layout, 
content, and impact on performance. The questionnaires had a 5-point Likert-type scale from disagree 
entirely (1) to agree entirely (5). The Questionnaire was sent to ten Medical Education experts for 
face and content validity. It was modified according to their comments. The questionnaire was sent 
after the discussion as an email attachment to the fellows on their email. All the participants in the 
ODF, 62 fellows, were requested to complete and submit the questionnaire. The questionnaire was 
completed and submitted by 45 fellows. The questionnaire data were analyzed by SPSS 25 package 
as Frequencies and distribution. Further evaluation of the effect of this new design on the quality and 
quantity of the discussion will be conducted in further studies.

RESULTS

This section is presented in two subsections: evaluation of online discussion and success factors for 
implementing ODFs

a. Evaluation of the online discussion using the old ODFs design:

The evaluation revealed that 33% of the participants had no input in the online discussion. While 
30% of the participants rarely posted and 2% of the participants posted consistently and productively. 
38% of the participants posted between 2 to 5 posts per theme, each theme lasts for two weeks. Both the 
content and the interaction were insufficient. In which 30% of the participants provide regurgitation of 
information, 27% of the participants provide a clear explanation of the available information, 10% of 
the participants explain available information using relevant examples and only 1% of the participants 
articulate available information to expand on ideas presented, including the use of examples.

Additionally, 45% of the participants paraphrased the available information, only 1% of the 
participants critically discussed the available information. While 41% of the participants provide 
narrow and limited knowledge, 16% of the participants provide a wider view of the topics discussed. 
Finally, 26% of the participants showed no engagement with other learners’ contributions and only 
2% of the participants developed some solutions as a result of interaction and 17% of the participants 
engaged with the work and discussion of other learners.

b. Success factors for designing and implementing online discussion as shown in figure 4:

1. 	 Merging of two activities (Mentorship and online discussion)

The focus group has identified the merging of mentorship as an important tactic for a successful 
discussion. The mentors identified several effects of mentorship on the online discussion: positive, 
undesirable, competencies of e-mentor and characteristics of the mentorship process.

a. 	 Positive effect of mentorship

Five instructors view positive effects of a mentorship program on the online discussion they stated 
that mentorship can ‘Help the students to select the theme and plan for the discussion’, ‘Improve the 
quality of the online discussion’, ‘Track the discussion’,’ Add an expert opinion’ and, ‘Encourage the 
participation and increase the motivation’.
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b. 	 Undesirable effect of mentorship

However, four instructors identified negative effects of mentorship on online discussion ‘It can 
limit the self-regulated learning as it may hinder autonomy’, ‘It conflicts with adult learning’, ‘May 
cause over guidance and control of the discussion’, ‘If the mentors are not volunteers, the discussion 
may be a burden and time consuming that may, in turn, affect the quality of the discussion’.

c. 	 Mentorship process

Regarding the process of mentorship and the online discussion, they have agreed that group 
mentoring is better than an individual. They suggested that the mentor to mentee ratio can be starting 
from 1 to 5 up to 1 to 10. They preferred the use of virtual contacts through the available applications 
as Zoom, Skype or What’s app. However, two instructors stated that it may be better to allow the 
group to decide the preferable way of communication but at the same time announce a communication 
plan from the start of the activity and follow it. The communication plan was agreed upon by other 
instructors, but they added that the frequency of the meetings should be increased at the start and before 
the discussion. According to one of the instructors ‘mentor needs to break the ice, know the group, 
and set ground rules at the start. Also, they need to meet frequently to prepare the discussion plan’

d. 	 Role and competencies of e-mentor

Lastly the role of the e-mentor, the majority selected that the e-mentor is either a guide or 
facilitator. However, three instructors agreed that the role of the e-mentor may differ throughout 
the program either coach, motivator, or consultant. According to one of the instructors ‘Yes... he/ 
she may have to be an information provider or modifier according to their situation, beginning of 
the activity or planning their discussion’. Instructors identified several competencies that e-mentor 
should have as good communicators, problem solvers, leaders, knowledge about adults, mentoring 
and eLearning theories. Then they identified the communication skills as the main competency that 
may differ in e-mentor and mentor. According to one of the instructors ‘, the challenges facing the 
virtual teams will need good communication skills and different skills that can cope with the virtual 
nature. Those challenges can be lack of face-to-face contact, lack of technical skills, building trust 
and the difference in time and schedule as stated by four instructors.

Figure 3. Shows the ODFs success factors
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2. 	 Shifting of roles

The fellows are playing different roles in the discussion as participants or moderators. They shift 
roles in which each fellow should be a moderator for one time and an active participant in the other 
discussions. The moderator has a significant role in structuring the discussion (planning, process, and 
assessment). The other fellows rather than the moderators are requested to be active participants in 
all the discussions during the program learning. Participants should respond to the moderators’ plan; 
clarify and justify their opinions and include examples from the real-life experience. They should 
apply knowledge and link theory to practice. It is important to respond to the moderators’ posts as 
well as the other fellows’ posts.

3. 	 Structuring of the discussion

The structuring of the discussion included several factors under two main categories: planning 
& process.

a. 	 Planning

The group should communicate to select the theme, formulate the objectives, and construct a 
creative, attractive, and genuine discussion plan. This plan is essential to run a productive discussion 
and engage other fellows.

In planning, instructors have suggested in the focus group that duration should vary according 
to the theme but with a minimum of 1 week and a maximum of 10 days to give chance for most of the 
students to engage and contribute to the discussion. According to one of the instructors, ‘the duration 
should consider the early stage of silence’. They agreed that themes should not be dependent on 
each other, but they should be complementing the units. Additionally, it was suggested that 5 to 7 
moderators in each group are appropriate while all the students should contribute to the discussion as 
this may allow sharing of experience and motivate others to share. The number of the discussions may 
vary according to the duration of the study however, three to five discussions may provide sufficient 
coverage of important themes. Regarding the role of the moderators and faculty, they stated the 
moderator should select the theme, develop the plan, coordinate the follow of the discussion, and 
encourage students to generate discussion. The faculty should provide the general guidance without 
direct interference in the discussion, but the main role is in the orientation, assessment, and feedback. 
According to one of the instructors ‘faculty should play a mentor and assessor role; however, it is 
important to allow autonomy of the group and avoid domination of the process’.

b. 	 Process 

Once the discussion is started, Moderators should follow the plan. However, their posts should 
be sensitive and responsive to the flow of the discussion. The posts should encourage active and 
reflective responses from the participants. It should foster the generation of ideas and the flow 
of real-life experiences. Additionally, it is important to encourage the participants- moderators’ 
communication as well as the participants-participants communications. Moderators should play 
devil to enrich the discussion.

According to the focus group responses, the second category is the process that has three 
subcategories. Firstly, about the content, Instructors agreed that the topic should be authentic, updated. 
Five instructors preferred to give the students or the moderators the autonomy to select the topic while 
the other five instructors suggested setting criteria or suggestion lists then allowing the moderators 
to select from it. According to one of the instructors ‘themes should be directly related to their daily 
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work. This may encourage the reflection and sharing of real-life experience’. According to one of the 
instructors ‘, if the same topic is covered in the educational unit, students may post their assignments 
or use others’ ideas. However, it is preferable to be complementary to the educational units.

Regarding the presentation of the content, instructors agreed on one main concept to be used by 
all students in the discussion: videos, links, articles. According to one of the instructors ‘we should 
consider the variety of learning styles and personality traits while deciding the presentation of the 
content’. The post of objectives and timetable before the start of the discussion will prepare the 
students for the activity and add an organizational outline to it. The use of scenario and reflection, 
both served as the main goal of the activity which is the share of ideas and experience. According to 
one of the instructors ‘they can reach the literature from many different sources but the uniqueness 
of this activity hides in sharing all these minds and experiences on one table’.

Whereas the interaction, three instructors suggested that the end and start of the discussion can 
be flexible according to the responses. However, seven other instructors believed that it should be 
fixed and follow the timetable. According to one of the participants, ‘the flexibility in the start and 
end may be mistakenly used especially by the presence of shy participants.

4. 	 The flow of the discussion

The most important point under the presentation category as agreed by seven instructors is 
the crosslinks. Crosslinks also serve two subcategories related to the presentation and interaction 
subcategories. Crosslink is an important factor that may allow bifurcation of the discussion from 
one-to-one technique to one to all. This factor should be mastered by the moderators in which they 
should play the devil and generate side discussion between students based on the analysis of their 
posts. According to one of the instructors ‘differences in opinions can generate discussion more than 
similarities do’. The flow of the discussion, as shown in figure 4, is the moderators post the question/
scenario according to the timetable then students share their experience. The moderator should 
synthesize their contributions and identify similarities, differences and play devil to find a common 
interest between the students. This factor will generate crosslinks between the students. Moreover, it 
may encourage other students to contribute to the discussion.

5. 	 How to deal with silent participants?

One significant problem as identified by instructors and literature is the silent participant. 
Instructors agreed that it is important to identify the cause of this silence then suggest a way of 
encouragement. According to one of the instructors ‘the silence can mean several things and each 
situation may need a different solution’. They identified several causes for the silence and hypothesized 
solutions. These solutions were the same factors that were suggested for encouragement as shown 
in table 1. Additionally, four instructors suggested that the mentor should give extra attention to the 
silent participant, but two instructors disagreed. According to one of the instructors, ‘We should do 
nothing; adult learning principles interfere with knocking on each door’.

6. 	 Assessment of the activity

The assessment was identified as the main success factor for implementing ODFs by the focus 
group participants, six instructors agreed that it is extremely important for this activity to be graded. 
Moreover, three of the instructors added that it should account for a significant percentage of the 
total grade. As previously mentioned in the role of the mentor, all the instructors agreed on the role 
of feedback in shaping the discussion planning and implementation. Four instructors emphasized 
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that the feedback should be timely, constructive, and motivating. Lastly, four instructors suggested 
that the mentorship activity should be evaluated by the mentor and the students.

7. 	 Guides

All the instructors involved in the focus group have suggested the use of student and faculty 
guides as an essential success factor that can cope with all the categories from planning to assessment. 
Four instructors suggested that the layout should be user friendly and simple. It also should be 
Comprehensive, clarifying different roles and requirements using simple vocabulary. Moreover, 
content should be organized, answering all inquiries and informative. One instructor added that ‘it 

Figure 4. Shows the follow of discussion and crosslinks

Table 1. Shows the causes of participant silence and suggested solutions

Reasons of silence Solutions

Shyness Mentorship program 
Acknowledge limited participation then encourage more elaboration

Busy schedule Asynchronous activity and flexibility in the timetable 
Bonus marks

Lack of knowledge about the 
importance of this activity

Mentorship program 
Include old students that are interested in Medical Education to discuss with the student 

and keep the discussion motivating 
Orientation

Lack of knowledge about 
the topic

Pre-discussion materials

Carelessness Involvement of faculty or stakeholders 
Mentorship program 

Obligation 
An appropriate portion in the summative assessment

Fear of judgments Set ground rules
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should contain Guidelines, steps, importance, educational benefits, what to do and what not to do, 
how to deal with different discussants and evaluation forms’. Three of the instructors suggested that 
the evaluation forms should be simple, short and on a scale. Six instructors suggested that evaluation 
should be regular, and students should submit the evaluation forms before their graduation. Regarding 
the change the guide may add to the discussion, one instructor added ‘it may put ground rules, make 
everything clear for students, make it easier for the team to explain everything to every student’. 
Another instructor added ‘Sure, it should provide a systematic approach to the discussion and 
ensure being on the right track’.

The satisfaction questionnaire results revealed that 86% agreed that it is important to read the 
guide at the start of the study as it helped them to take the discussion more seriously 89%. While 
84.7% of the participants agreed that the guide improved their performance in the discussion. Firstly, 
it helps them to understand ML activity and their role as moderator and participant as agreed by 94%. 
Moreover, it improved both the quality and quantity of the contributions for 89.1% of the participants. 
Regarding the quantity, it encourages 73% to reply to other fellows’ posts but it encourages 47% to 
actively participate in all the discussions. While as it increased the depth of the contributions by 78%. 
It also helped 82% to focus on real-life experiences and reflection.

DISCUSSIONS

An initial objective of the project was to identify the key success factors for implementing online 
discussion. Additionally, the current study explores the advantages of merging two activities, 
e-mentoring and online discussion, to improve the quality and gains of the online discussion.

The current study documented the cruciality of the supervision and guidance for online discussion 
to achieve its goal. Two types of supervision were highlighted by the current study: Mentorship and 
Moderation. First, the moderator role was found as the most important success factor. It seems possible 
that it was selected because the moderators play a significant role in the discussion forum through the 
different phases of the discussion: the planning, implementation, and elevation. Additionally, they 
are involved in the selection of the theme, preparation of the plan that are triggers for the discussion 
as moderator posts may stimulate or hinder the discussion. In a similar vein, Jo et al. (2017) and 
Williams et al. (2015) highlight research that demonstrates that discussion forums tend to remain at 
a superficial level unless the discussion was actively facilitated.

Additionally, the current study has suggested another unique factor which is assigning moderators 
from the students and shifting their roles as moderators and participants during the whole activity. 
This factor helps students to engage in active presence in the discussion. This presence involved both 
the cognitive and social aspects that may help the students to take the discussion more seriously. 
Moreover, this factor fosters the students to exert serious effort for the success of each discussion 
forum because they are responsible for the activity as the discussion is student-centred now. This 
effort will direct the learners’ cognitive engagement and ensure students’ high-level cognitive effort 
which is crucial for a successful learning experience in online discussions as it is closely related to 
the learning achieved in knowledge and skill acquisition (Oh and Kim, 2016). Additionally, this factor 
provides the students with a sense of ownership to the activity that will motivate participation with 
high-quality contributions reflecting critical thinking and deep understanding.

Similarly, the e-mentor role that has been found by the current study to have several positive effects 
on the discussion as guidance, encouragement, and motivation that will improve the quality of the 
discussion and the achievement of the students. Park (2015) has stated that the mentor’s involvement 
in the online discussion forums stimulates the students’ analytical thinking. As when instructors 
enhance their engagement in a discussion, they help build instructor presence, which in turn enhances 
students’ learning experience through fostering learner-instructor interaction (Cho & Tobias, 2016; 
Davis, 2018). However, it is important to avoid over guidance and to bear in mind the principles of 
adult learning. Over Guidance or domination may hinder the motivation and self-learning skills that 
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may lead to poor performance (Bromme, et al, 2005). Taken all together, adding mentorship to the 
discussion activity will help in the improvement of the quality and quantity of the discussion and 
this point was agreed by previous studies that highlighted the different effects of e-mentor (Sabel et 
al. 2014; Choi et al. 2019; Ramani, et al 2020)

The current study also advocated the importance of structuring the discussion, the discussion’s 
themes, presentation and finally the assessment and feedback. Structuring the discussion may help 
students to prepare themselves and take the activity more seriously. It helps to achieve a higher cognitive 
dimension of knowledge building, constructing meaning, and linking theory to practice (Delaney, et al, 
2019). The selection of an attractive and updated theme will foster the student-content interaction and 
motivation that in turn will improve the performance. Moreover, the quality of the contributions was 
also highlighted in the current study findings with a massive emphasis on the importance of reflection 
and sharing of personal experience. Through reflection, learners make informed decisions based 
on their past practices and responses to issues (Clarke, 2004). Also, the current study recommends 
avoiding direct copy from the literature and urges the use of each students’ own words. Because 
the current study echoes the constructivism principles that showed that learning occurs through 
building upon previous knowledge and constructing meaning by chunking new and old information. 
(Kim, 2013). This deep approach of learning needs critical thinking and a deep understanding of the 
questions and answers that may be hindered by copying from the literature. The quality of the posts 
was previously discussed by other studies that recommended students to make arguments, diagnose 
misconceptions, negotiate perspectives, share personal experiences, challenge accepted beliefs, and 
demand reason for conclusions, and all of these are important cognitive presence in deep learning.

The arrangement of the students into groups was another factor suggested in the findings. The 
use of groups is favoured in online discussions. It may help both the students and mentor; help the 
student to be active participants in all the steps of the discussion and not rely on each other. The 
results revealed that dividing students into groups. It may also provide the mentor with a chance 
to closely mentor the discussion and strengthen the relationship between the mentor and students. 
Several previous studies have favoured the division of the students into small groups (7-14 students) 
as it affected the students’ participation in the online discussion. (Kim, 2013; Alzahrani, 2017).

A key challenge and frustration to the discussion interaction, emphasized by mentors, were 
concerns about the participants who did not respond despite numerous attempts to reach out to them 
(silent participants) and how to motivate them to contribute to the discussion. Findings showed the 
need to have more platforms for delivering feedback and acknowledged the need to continually work 
on mentoring relationships to counteract complacency. The current study also had proposed some 
factors to deal with this participant that added to earlier studies which prepared guides for dealing 
with silent participants (Creelman, 2017, Wilton, 2018).

However, the current study revealed that not all silent participants are not learning. The cause 
for this silence may be shyness, fear of judgment, unfamiliarity with the discussion technology and 
personality trait. Others are lurkers, who only read other student posts without making any contribution 
to the online discussion, as described by several researchers (Zhu, 2006; Palmer & Holt, 2010). In 
a similar vein, Ebner and Holzinger (2005), observed that visible interactions do not necessarily 
indicate learning. On the other hand, Nagel, et al (2009), who found a relationship between visible 
contributions and course grades in their small study involving 22 students, concluded that read-only 
participation should be avoided. Thus, it seems that how students interact or learn in online discussion 
warrants further research.

The assessment was another important factor identified in the current study. Both summative and 
formative assessments are identified. Feedback may guide the students, provoke inquiries and foster 
the instructor-learner activity and create a dialogue and channel with the students. This dialogue may 
also increase the student cognitive engagement (Jo, et al, 2017). However, students are not likely to 
engage in an online activity that does not officially contribute to the final course mark (Chu, et al 
2012). Studies, however, hinted that online discussion is often evaluated with numbers of posts and 
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accounts for 10% of the total grades Cho and Cho (2017). This small portion of the evaluation of the 
online discussion accounts of the final grades may cause the students not to take online interaction 
with other students seriously.

Finally, the use of guides for either students or faculty may contribute to solving one of the 
greatest challenges of online discussions which is the low student participation and engagement 
(Caspi et al., 2006). The reasons for this challenge were previously identified in several studies, 
the students’ confusion about their role, instructor expectations, clear deadline, and description 
of the online discussion nature (Pena-Shaff & Altman, 2015). As the guide may provide all the 
needed information that will assist the fellows to overcome these challenges. In turn, it will help in 
the improvement of the quality and quantity of their contribution. Additionally, it will improve the 
student’s engagement and the effectiveness of the online discussion (Aloni & Harringto, 2018). In 
online activities, learners need more guidance and structure than face-to-face ones. Structuring helps 
them follow, monitor, and reflect on the activity. This clarity helps the student to understand their 
role and guide them throughout the task.

LIMITATIONS

Although the current study does not lack methodological rigour, the findings must be interpreted with 
caution. The findings might have related to the experiences of the number of experts presented and 
therefore cannot be transferred to a larger population. Likewise, it is important to note the sample 
size in the current study while interpreting the study findings.

CONCLUSION

The results of our analysis are relevant to the distance learning community and can help instructors, 
developers, and students to help improve the quality and use of forums. The identification of the 
success factors identified a great potential of empowerment of students and structuring the discussion. 
Adding further guidance and support by mentorship and student guides will help in overcoming many 
challenges to ODFs. A recommendation for further study of the effect of the developed design on both 
the quality and quantity of the discussion and exploration of the fellow’s opinion in these themes.
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