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Paper  

1. Introduction  

This paper seeks to reflect on the use of asynchronous forums within higher education (HE) 
distance learning.  As an element of open educational practice involving sharing and 

participation, forums are widely viewed as beneficial to the student and their learning 

practice.  The asynchronous nature of this practice can be an effective and flexible method 
of delivering and discussing material, and of promoting engagement between students.  

These characteristics of the technology, are beneficial to all students, including particularly 
disabled and distance learners.   

This paper recognises the benefits of asynchronous forum activity – while suggesting that its 
use as a compulsory underpinning framework of a social learning pedagogical design is less 

than ‘inclusive’.   

In preparation for this project topic I opened a questionnaire to my student peers to gather 

opinions about forums and participatory activity (Sharp, 2017).  56% of peer respondents 
felt that asynchronous forums are integral to the success of a distance learner. Respondents 

also largely felt that forum activity should be compulsory or graded, in order to ensure 
participation for the benefit of the student, and also for the benefit of the group.  

Interestingly, when asked to classify in order, the value of the student interaction types as 

proposed by Anderson (2003) – student-student, student-teacher and student-content – the 
majority of respondents thought that student-student interaction was the least important 

interaction type to support learning in a distance environment (Sharp, 2017). 

At the conclusion of this paper, I will ask practitioners to question their willingness to see 

this compulsory or graded forum practice enforced upon all students in order to satisfy, or 
promote, a single pedagogical approach, and to consider who might be left behind by these 

design decisions.  

 

2. Inclusion and diversity 

The social model of disability identified that barriers to inclusion are often placed in the path 
of individuals by society or organisations (UPIAS, 1975).  As part of the Equality Act (UK 

Government, 2010), the Public Sector Equality Duty requires that higher education 
institutions (HEIs), and other public bodies, advance equality by removing or minimising 
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disadvantages experienced by disabled persons as identified by relevant protected 

characteristics (UK Government, 2010, p. 96).  This type of direction, and the legal obligation 
that it confers on the institution, results in policy and practice relating to inclusion and 

diversity being strongly focussed on disability.  Furthermore, funding for support based on 
medical assessment (Disability Rights UK, 2017) leads organisations to implement services in 

which individualised “reasonable” adjustment (UK Government, 2010, pp. 189-192) is the 

typical response to inaccessibility.   Seale (2014) described this approach as an 
‘administrative model’ of disability which deals with accessibility issues by classification and 

the provision of specialist services (Seale, 2014, pp. 22-23).   

The UK Government’s Department for Education (DfE), recently published a report about 

inclusion in higher education, in which they urged HE institutions to press for progress in 
realising equality of outcome for all students through the adoption of inclusive practice 

(Department for Education, 2017, p. 3).  The report asks HE institutions to embrace the 
social model of disability – understanding that inflexible practice and organisational design 

rather than individual difference creates exclusion issues - and to allow that understanding 
to “guide the ways in which pedagogy; curricula and assessment are designed” (Department 

for Education, 2017, p. 12).  Being a government report, the publication fits within the wider 

legislative and institutional structure, and focuses on disability and adjustment.  However, 
there is also a recognition of the ‘opportunity’ that inclusive design offers by delivering a 

more diverse environment and by providing “flexible methods of teaching, assessment and 
service provision to cater for different styles of learners” (Department for Education, 2017, 

p. 16).   

UNESCO have produced a clearer definition of inclusion which is not hampered by 

governmental or legislative baggage; they describe inclusion as a process aiming to 
overcome the barriers which limit students’ access and participation, and their learning 

achievement within the education system.  They strongly link inclusion with the concept of 

equity, which they say is the need to act with fairness, recognising that all learners have 
equal importance (UNESCO, 2017, p. 13).  They also state that integrating such principles 

into educational practice requires an understanding that diversity among the student body 
is beneficial, and a willingness to respond to “individual differences […] as opportunities for 

democratizing and enriching learning” (UNESCO, 2017, p. 13).  It is important to note that 

UNESCOs references to ‘all’ learners, and to the diversity of students, are not restricted to a 
consideration of a particular group, or groups, based on protected characteristics.  And 

therefore, the inclusion described in this definition must involve a flexible approach, and 
ongoing effort seeking to support all manner of individuality among learners.   
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3. The use of forums in HE Distance Learning  

Asynchronous forums are a valuable space for collaboration, sharing and the development 

of ideas and understanding.  Many Open University forum activities are structured within 
the curriculum design to encourage directed analysis and reflection about a topic, and to 

scaffold learning.  In this way, students construct meaning and develop reflections as they 

compose posts.  Further value comes from sharing their perspectives and experience with 
peers.  A respondent to my H818 questionnaire on the topic of forums and participatory 

activity stated that forum discussions allowed them to “contextualise and critically reflect on 
the course materials, enabling deeper learning than [they] would otherwise gain from 

studying alone” (Sharp, 2017).  Forums also provide an opportunity and a space for receiving 

feedback – both from peers and from the tutor.  

Luhrs and McAnally-Salas (2016) have claimed that “Asynchronous discussion forums are 
one of the most useful technological resources for students [in] distance courses” (Luhrs & 

McAnally-Salas, 2016, p. 29).  Other studies such as Canal et al. (2015) and Palmer et al. 

(2008) have presented research concluding that there is a direct correlation between 
participatory forum activity – in the form of posting, not just reading – and the final grades 

and achievement of the student.   

However, it should be noted that in these research papers it is not always evident whether 

enforcement of participation existed, or what part it played in the results.  For instance, 
Palmer et al. (2008) declare that “active contribution to the online discussion […] was a 

significant factor in [the students’] final unit mark” (Palmer, et al., 2008, p. 858).  But, 
description of the research method in the paper reveals that the online course being studied 

assigned 10% of the students’ final marks to an assessment of their online discussion 

activity, and issued instructions requiring students to participate in forum activity, in 
prescribed formats, and to a schedule (Palmer, et al., 2008, pp. 850-851).  

There must be some question about research which claims to find measurable correlations 

between a type of participatory activity and course results or achievement; particularly if 

some of the assessment marks reward prescribed performance of a participatory activity.  
Palmer et al. do reflect on the question of voluntary or compulsory participation, but seem 

to find the argument that “some form of extrinsic motivation is required to ensure a high 
level of student discussion participation” easy to accept (Palmer, et al., 2008, p. 851).  Using 

an enforcement approach may benefit overall participation, but can the whole picture of 
the effect on the individual be identified?  For instance, would it be possible to know if 

students who find it difficult to meet the ongoing participation requirements achieve lower 

results because of this enforcement of a pedagogical approach that is not suited to their 
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individual learning approaches, or their current personal situation?  Would that constitute 

the creation of a pedagogical environment which favoured a student who learns in the 
‘correct’ way? 

Luhrs and McAnally-Salas (2016) identified asynchronous forums as a form of social 

constructivism, where the social environment is incorporated into the learning process.  

Speaking to a conference at the Open University, J.S. Brown (2007) stated that 
understanding is socially constructed according to the cultural and environmental context in 

which interaction takes place (Brown, 2007, 03:10).  However, the example scenarios that 
he discusses to support the theory are interactions within highly expert groups, such as 

Architects, Mathematicians, Astronomers, and Open-source Programmers (Brown, 2007).  

Assumptions about the value of peer interactions in this type of enculturated expert 
community may not transfer to peer conversations in other areas of general formal higher 

education. 

 

4. Individuals and groups 

We have seen that new government guidance relating to inclusion asks HEIs to design 

inclusive practice into their curriculum, and offer flexible provision to support student 

diversity and different styles of learner (Department for Education, 2017, p. 16).  In the 
study of the relationship between technology and the student body there have been 

research activities, for instance by Rowlands et al. (2008), which have attempted to identify 
generalised traits and characteristics that will help us to understand and support the 

modern technology-supported cohort. 

Rowlands et al. (2008) profiled students entering higher education by age, to examine their 

information seeking practices and to discover whether, as ‘Google Generation’ students 
(Rowlands, et al., 2008, p. 292) who are very familiar technology, they would seek to obtain 

information and gain understanding via technology interfaces such as internet search 

engines.  Although they found many patterns of behaviour and characteristics that they 
linked to their age-based ‘generational’ groupings, they also discussed changing practices 

resulting from experience, and exposure.  Rowlands et al. conclude that “In many ways the 
Google generation label is increasingly unhelpful: recent research finds that it is not even 

accurate within the cohort of young people that it seeks to stereotype” (Rowlands, et al., 

2008, p. 301).   
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In an Open University hosted interview, Kennedy (2008) discussed similar age-related 

definitions of informational behaviour.  He concluded that these type of classifications, 
“probably [had] a limited lifespan”; adding that their usefulness has been to focus on the 

experience and usage of technology by individual students in order to effectively integrate 
technology in the teaching and learning process (Kennedy, 2008, 22:20-23:30).  It seems 

clear that the idea that students can be regarded, or treated, as a homogenous entity has 

been recognised as unhelpful when examined.  Even so, “the notion [still] has a strong 
intuitive appeal” (Rowlands, et al., 2008, p. 292).   

Veletsianos and Kimmons (2012) discussed some of the assumptions surrounding open 

scholarship in relation to learning, as well as scholarly and professional outcomes.  They 

identify that participation is considered to be ‘good’ and that this necessarily labels non-
participation as ‘bad’.  They also pointed out that these practices – such as open 

participation – are treated as a  “phenonenon that is co-evolutionary with technological 
advancements in the larger culture” (Veletsianos & Kimmons, 2012).  This consideration of 

participation and similar open-practice as inevitable, beneficial, and for the greater good, is 
one of technological determinism.  It is a belief, which if adopted by learning designers, may 

lend weight to decisions made about the enforcement of participatory practice on the 

student group.  With the result of sidelining consideration of diversity and the individuals 
comprising such groups, in favour of the concept of an ideal group of ‘normalised’ learners 

conforming to an approved and assessed behavioural practice.   

 

5. Interaction types 

Anderson (2003) pointed out that distance education uses a unique combination of 
independent study and supported interactions; that these practices differ pedagogically and 

practically; and importantly that there is no single mix, or solution, that will suit all learners 
(Anderson, 2003, p. 1).   

In consideration of that ‘interaction’ part of the learning process, Anderson identifies the 
three most common types practiced in distance learning:  student-student, student-teacher, 

and student-content.  In the Equivalency Theorem it is proposed that deep learning is 
supported by any mix of interaction-types so long as one of the types is practiced at a high 

level (Anderson, 2003, pp. 3-4).  Anderson believes that institutional learning designers can 

use this interaction equivalency theory to inform curriculum design, in order to create “cost 
effective and accessible alternatives that can scale to meet the […] demand for effective and 

affordable lifelong learning opportunities” (Anderson, 2003, p. 11).   In 2010 The 



Richard Sharp (F151551X) 
 

7 
 

Equivalency Theory was revisited (Miyazoe & Anderson, 2010) in the light of newer 

research, and noted that practicing distance students value interaction-types differently 
(Miyazoe & Anderson, 2010, p. 102).  As well as the individual student’s consideration of the 

value of one interaction type over another, Miyazoe and Anderson also pointed to further 
research to examine how the use of particular interaction formats might lead to feelings of 

‘satisfaction’ with the educational experience and therefore benefit the learning process 

(Miyazoe & Anderson, 2010, p. 102). 

Between these papers there is a recognition that a variety of pedagogical approaches are 
possible concerning curriculum interaction methods, with equally effective results, so long 

as the approach is of high quality, suits the situational environment and the learners – or 

the learner.  With a design which supplies good quality content, and access to both student 
and teacher interactions it is possible for individuals to take a personal approach to their 

independent study practice.  This flexibility and ability to personalise is well suited to 
distance students and also supports inclusion and accessibility.  The Open University 

modules are actually an excellent example of this design.  The content materials are well 
designed to scaffold learning.  The content activities encourage deep consideration of 

materials.  Activities have an individual reflective value but also present additional 

opportunities to further develop understanding by involving peer interaction through forum 
posts.   

 

6. Ownership and choice 

In a 2017 blog article hosted on the Times Educational Supplement (TES) website, a teacher 

described his enthusiasm for implementing curriculum design choices based on student-led 
activities.   With this pedagogical approach he hoped to develop independence, and a sense 

of ownership and empowerment, in the students (gthomasart, 2017).  It is not always clear 
what the term ‘ownership’ represents when it is used in reference to learning.  However, I 

think that the way that this article groups the concepts of independence, ownership, and 

empowerment helps to clarify that these concepts are directly related to a student’s ability 
to make choices.  These sought-for characteristics develop from the student’s ability to 

make choices about their learning practice, and also lead to and support the ability to make 
informed and personal learning choices.  

Downes (2007) discussed the concept of ownership in relation to the creation of Personal 
Learning Environments (PLEs).  His description of ownership in a technology supported 

learning environment, means having the freedom to choose applications, information 
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sources, and individual approaches to learning practice, and therefore, in some degree, 

influence the direction of study.  This certainly should apply to HE studies, where at least 
some of the aim should be to support the development of individual thinkers.   

He likens institutional attempts to control the students’ learning environment or their 

learning choices, to organisational misuse of power in the workplace.  And he declares that 

learning can be owned by the individual, or the organisation, but not both (Downes, 2007).  
But, this only partially translates as an argument relating to formal education, where 

administration, quality, standards and all manner of other practical issue exist.  In formal 
educational the institution clearly and correctly has power and control over the curriculum 

and the assessment regime.  And there is a level of acceptance of that situation in the 

student’s decision to enrol.  However, I would say that there is potentially a grey relating to 
institutional design and unnecessary control of the student’s learning environment – and 

that is where there is compulsory requirement to adopt prescribed methods of practice and 
approach. 

What is individual about learning, what makes the process special to the learner, and what 
generates a sense of ownership in the learner - is their own approach and practice.  It is in 

this area of personal practice and approach to learning, that we can support choices for 
students; encourage their individuality and empower them to direct their studies – this is 

the area of learning (within the wider formal educational process) that they can ‘own’.   

Downes wonderfully encapsulates the diversity and individuality of learners and how they 

learn, by saying: “To define learning is to define the self, which is why learning must be 
personal, and manifestly, must never be owned by the [institution]” (Downes, 2007).   

In a more recent post, Downes (2016) discusses the practice of tailoring curriculum, learning 
environments, or pedagogical approaches to respond to learning aims.  He questions this 

practice when adopted by institutions, and practiced upon students; saying that even if an 
approach is adopted because of statistically significant research evidence, that cannot 

account for or be guaranteed to work for individual – and variable – learners.  He uses the 

analogy of the prescription of medicine – which may be statistically beneficial in a given 
scenario; but which must also depend on an individual assessment for suitability for each 

individual to whom it might be given.  This analogy and discussion applies to the compulsory 
use of forums in support of a social learning pedagogy.  While Luhrs and McAnally-Salas 

(2016) say that asynchronous discussion forums are especially useful for distance learners 
(Luhrs & McAnally-Salas, 2016, p. 29), it is also an approach and activity that, I would argue, 

suits some individuals more than others.  
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Sclater & Weller (Pettit, et al., 2009) debated over the role of organisations and individuals, 

in relation to ownership and choice in a technology supported learning (TEL) environment.  
Both discussed the use of social/Web 2.0 applications (such as forums and blogs), though 

neither overtly linked their use to a particular pedagogy.  Weller spoke throughout from the 
point of view of a learning designer who wants students to be enabled and supported to use 

applications that are not organisationally controlled and therefore introduce elements of 

choice and ownership.    

The Department for Education notes that inflexible practice and design is disabling (2017, p. 
12).  An inclusive learning design must provide opportunities for choice which flexibly 

support diversity.  The National Centre on Universal Design for Learning (UDL) have also 

recognised that supporting “individual choice and autonomy” is vital in encouraging 
engagement (National Center on Universal Design for Learning, 2017).   

 

7. Participation for all  

Gourlay (2015) relates the ongoing institutional effort to achieve ‘student engagement’, to 
the use of participatory practice.   She describes how concepts and definitions of 

participation and engagement have become intertwined – where to take part in a 

participatory learning activity is to be engaged, and to engage with the learning experience 
requires participatory activity.  She states that “mainstream conceptions of student 

engagement have placed great emphasis on […] observable ‘participation’ [among other 
activities]” (Gourlay, 2015, p. 407).   

Ferreday and Hodgson (2008) examined potential negative effects of the use of 
participatory and collaborative activities in networked, or distance learning.  They used 

terminology such as tyranny, oppression, and control to describe the unintended effects on 
some students.  In the introduction to their analysis they suggested that the original 

direction and concepts of networked learning have become subsumed by assumptions 

about the importance of collaborative activity – an assumption which they said had come to 
be viewed as unquestionable, and utopian (Ferreday & Hodgson, 2008, pp. 640-641).  They 

studied learners on a course which had been built around a requirement for participation.  
And noted that this pedagogical design choice, once made, requires enforcement in order 

that the course is delivered successfully (Ferreday & Hodgson, 2008, p. 641).   The 

consequence is that choice is removed, elements within the group may dictate direction for 
others, and the learning practice is defined.  These patterns of control and hierarchies of 

power may create negative experiences for the student.  For instance, Jacobs (2014) 
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discussed how introverted students can be disadvantaged in environments of compulsory 

participation.  Individual learners who consider that they have no control or choice over 
their personal practice, could experience feelings of exclusion, reduced ownership and 

disengagement.  

A critical part of the research that Ferreday and Hodgson carried out was to identify that, in 

some participatory environments, individuals can be seen within the group as “different 
and/or unsupportive” (Ferreday & Hodgson, 2008, p. 642), and that this can manifest in 

exclusion or feelings of victimisation.  There is certainly potential for a self-fulfilling negative 
loop of expectation and behaviour to occur in an environment rigidly designed in this way.  

A course may be designed to require compulsory participation and expect students to adopt 

and evidence particular behavioural patterns, including adoption of a group role.  However, 
it then becomes difficult for the individual to make contrary choices, more suited to their 

learning patterns, personality, or situation, without ostracising themselves.  Ferreday and 
Hodgson say that marginalised students recognise that they may not be fitting in with the 

group or its expectations, but that “they don’t necessarily have the capacity, understanding 
or, […] the inclination to conform to a normative and inflexible view of participation” 

(Ferreday & Hodgson, 2008, p. 644).    

It is worth noting that Ferreday and Hodgson support the use of participation and believe it 

to be pedagogically effective.  They suggest other approaches for the use of participation 

which would recognise the complications of developing an open space that would allow 
differing approaches and levels of engagement to be possible and expected (Ferreday & 

Hodgson, 2008, pp. 645-646).  This is an approach which recognises diversity and difference 
and supports it.    

 

8. Conclusion  

Inclusion is a term which is often linked to disability adjustments.  And diversity is a term 

that is often understood in relation to disability or other protected characteristics.  As 
discussed earlier, Rowlands et al. (2008) identified the myth of the homogenous student, in 

terms of their digital readiness.  Therefore, we can also assume that the student body is 
equally diverse, in terms of their readiness for participatory activity; particularly when 

enforced by decree or assessment.  

All students can benefit from having control over the learning practices that they choose to 

adopt, as well as choices about format, information sources, and direction.   Engagement 
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and ownership depend on choice.  I suggest that a lack of choice, control, or power to direct 

personal learning practice could lead to feelings of exclusion and disengagement.   

Compulsory and graded forum participation, creates an environment in which a particular 
learning practice is defined as ‘normal’ and declares that it is possible for the student to be 

measured against a behavioural benchmark.  This is a quite different approach to the 

principles of Universal Design for Learning proposed by Mayer et al. (2014) where the 
learning environment is designed to provide flexibility and choice supporting diversity.   

The benefits of collaboration can be observed and easily understood – especially in distance 

learning.  Therefore, the opportunity to participate openly should remain a feature of HE 

distance learning.  However, I believe that learning designers should re-consider their use of 
grading and assessment for participatory activity, or of making forum activity compulsory.  I 

suggest that is may be disadvantageous and difficult for some higher education distance 
students to be inflexibly forced to engage in a particular pedagogical practice, in a system of 

education which in all other ways attempts to support and value flexibility, individuality, and 

differentiation. 
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