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ABSTRACT

Many studies from the literature related to asynchronous online discussions among tertiary students
provide various advantages such as allowing students’ flexibility to provide feedbacks [38], enabling their
knowledge construction [30], developing their critical thinking [39], and interacting with the lecturers
regardless of time and space [1]. Thus, the use of online discussion has further become predominant to
support tertiary education. Likewise in Malaysian context, research related to online discussion has
demonstrated increased confidence in students’ learning. Although the findings showed positive response,
there are studies [20], [3], [29], [24] proved otherwise mainly because of the teachers’ weaknesses in
keeping students’ interests and motivation to use online discussions in their learning process. Based on
Ames’ [4] teaching strategies and Keller’s [21] ARCS model, a systematic guidance was developed for
teachers to properly help students discussing online in completing their assignments. With reference to this
systematic guidance, a qualitative case study on how to retain the students’ motivation using online
discussion was conducted. The respondents were final year students working in small groups. Each
respondent was made compulsory to answer a checklist based on the items from Khan [22] that was used to
gauge their background skills in using online forum before conducting the study. The research instruments
used were online discussions and interviews. The transcripts from the online discussions were analysed
using a coding scheme developed from the systematic guidance (developed from Ames’ [21] teaching
strategies and Keller’s [21] ARCS model while the data from the interviews with the group leaders were
used to support the findings derived from the transcript analysis. The findings revealed that the teaching
strategies used in this study were able to retain the students’ interest and motivation to continue discussing
online in completing their project assignments.
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Higher Education
1. INTRODUCTION programme called the Economic Transformation
Plan (ETP) extended the use of elearning to

In 2006, the Ministry has published an official
report on the recommendations concerning the
development and direction of higher education in
Malaysia [27]. The report became part of the
Malaysia national education policy. The Ministry
has directed all tertiary institutions including public
and private universities to integrate the use of
online learning with classroom learning, emphasise
the role of the teacher as facilitator, and promote
learning as an on-going process throughout life. The
e-learning policy became ambitious in 2010 when
the government’s higher educational development

distance education. In 2011, the Ministry launched
the Malaysia Education Online (MEdO), an online
learning platform delivering education programmes
from Malaysian universities, colleges, polytechnics
and training institutes. MEdO aims at encouraging
more participation from public and private
universities to offer programmes through online. A
large-scale study conducted by Hanafi, et. al. [15]
showed that almost (90%) all higher learning
institutions in Malaysia had e-Learning policies and
have their own implementation plans and the level
of awareness of the e-Learning policy among the
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academic staff is high. Some tertiary institutions
have made the use of e-Learning compulsory
among their lecturers and students.

To further understand the use of online learning
in higher education, it is important to explore the
previous studies. By reviewing the
existing literature on the experiences of teachers
and advantages of using online learning, it can add
further refreshing and potential benefits.

2. RESEARCH BACKGROUND

Many studies from the literature related to
asynchronous online discussions among tertiary
students have provided various advantages.
Wonziak and Silveira [38] found that online forum
discussion allows flexibility by students controlling
the time and there is location for them to post and
give feedback to the messages in the forum. Ally
[1] also states that since learners can complete
online courses in their own space and can
contextualize the learning, situated learning is
facilitated. Tutoring can be easily done by the
instructor at anytime and anywhere, and they can
also guide the students to appropriate information
based on their needs. [1] The adoption of online
courses in traditional learning environments to
complement face-to-face teaching is increasing.
[30] Online discussion forums are expected to
enable flexible and independent learning and
knowledge construction. [40] Using online forum
for discussions has been seen as a potential strategy
to encourage critical thinking. [26] Online
collaborative learning has become more commonly
accepted as an effective strategy that is now made
possible by the technology. There is a theoretical
perspective which is also begun to be accepted as
social constructivism theory for explaining the
effectiveness of collaborative learning in an online
environment to the extent that Kanuka and
Anderson [20] claims it as “currently the most
accepted epistemological position associated with
online learning” (p.60).

Lecturers also play an important part in
delivering the learning to students. Besides using
traditional methods of classroom teaching
delivering learning such as ‘chalk and talk’,
roundtable discussions and so on, online
discussions have been used widely by students. The
use of online discussions has been further improved
when they were applied to higher education. [2]
Many lecturers have used online forum discussions
to evaluate their students’ understanding and
knowledge based. When the online forums become
the most popular method for delivering learning, it

is not only important to have the right way of
delivering that learning, but to retain or maintain
learners’ interest and motivation. Learning
effectiveness is determined by the level of
interaction during the session. [34]

In the Malaysian context, previous research
regarding the use of online discussions has been
highlighted. Kamarulzaman et al. [19] conducted a
study on examining students’ experiences using e-
learning as a collaborative learning tool. Although
the findings revealed some positive experiences
among students using Moodle as an e-learning
platform motivates them to continuously use
Moodle, the role of lecturers and instructors are
vital in helping to retain the learners’ interests
online. With a structure that provides control and
choice over time, place and pace, e-learning has
emerged as a viable mode for working adults who
wish to upgrade their knowledge. [3] A study by
Maslawati and Shahizan [24] revealed that although
the use of online forums within a distance learning
program helps to foster greater interaction among
learners who are geographically distant from one
another, it is also important to emphasise the
teacher’s role in determining how online forum
discussion promote a sense of community among
distance learners and their role in motivating
students to discuss online.

However, such flexibility provides leeway for
these adults to procrastinate and for their motivation
to dwindle. Noriah et al. [29] conducted a study on
ESL tertiary students’ writing attitudes. They found
negative attitudes towards writing as well as other
language learning problems linked to ESL
students’ poor performance in writing. The team
suggested a special online writing program that
could act as a supplement for the course and help to
motivate and enhance the learners’ writing ability
and interest. A study by Maslawati and Shahizan
[24] revealed that although the use of online forums
within a distance learning program helps to foster
greater interaction among learners who are
geographically distant from one another, it is also
important to emphasise the teacher’s role in
determining how online forum discussion promote a
sense of community among distance learners and
their role in motivating students to discuss online.

There are two important weaknesses identified
from the literature. Rovai [34] highlights several
problems such as an overwhelming number of posts
to be read, small groups of students dominating the
discussions, increased chance of misunderstandings
and most importantly students become less
interactive and lose motivation to interact. Ellis
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(2008) points to the lack of immediacy of response
and lack of interactive features within the online
forum itself.

3. PROBLEM STATEMENT

Based on the weakness of using online forums, as
featured by Rovai [34], [11] and previous studies.
[24][29][3][20] in the Malaysian context the
question was how to retain students’ interest and
motivation to discuss online and make learning
activities meaningful.

4. RESEARCH OBJECTIVE

Attention »

Relevance ‘ Confidence » Satisfaction

The main objective of this study was to
determine how to retain students’ motivation in
online discussions. Thus, the research question
developed was: How would the students’
discussions, through online forums, retain their
motivation to complete group assignments?

5. CONCEPTUAL FRAMEWORK

A conceptual framework for this study was derived
from Ames’ [4] teaching strategies and Keller’s
[21] ARCS model.

, * Capturing the * Meeting the | = Helping the * Reinforcing
Keller’s (1987) interest of personal ' learners accomplishment
ARCS Model learners; needs/goals of believe/feel that with rewards
stimulating the the learners to they will succeed (internal and
curiosity to leamn effect a positive and control their external)}
attitude success
Teacher Teacher
Teaching connects periodically
Strategies Teacher tells smldelnts goals worth these goals tlls strilents
{Ames, 1902) achieving among to assess their
_— members OWH progress
within groups on these goals

Diagram 1: Ames’ (1992) teaching strategies and Keller’s (1987) ARCS model

The first teaching strategy of Ames [4] describes
the role of lecturer in informing students about the
course goals that they must achieve: developing
teaching-aided materials. Achieving these goals at
this stage are related to the phases of Attention and
Relevance of Keller’s [21] ARCS model where
learners match their personal goals to develop a
positive attitude. The second strategy highlights that
the lecturer should relate the course goals to each
other; this will make students feeling confident to
carry out the tasks (assignments). In this phase
(Confidence) the learners will feel that they will
succeed and be able to control their success. For the
third strategy, the lecturer constantly reminds the
students to assess their progress on the tasks. This
relates to the phase of Satisfaction of Keller’s [21]
ARCS model where students feel satisfied with the
completion of their tasks.

6. LITERATURE REVIEW

The use of the internet in tertiary learning has the
potential to provide a shared space for students to
learn in group. Students’ learning interactions yield
positive contributions. [23][28] Dillenbourge and
Scheinder [10], when describing collaborative
learning, stated that is it when “...two or more
subjects build synchronously and interactively a
joint solution to some problem”. During task
engagement, the discussion occurs as an important
component of collaboration when collaborative
learning must be mediated by verbal exchanges
among learners that claims the cognitive benefits.
[33]

A “conversation or dialogue paradigm” is based
on collaborative learning. [38] Garrison claims “a
collaborative respectful interdependence where
students take responsibility for personal meaning as
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well as creating mutual understanding in a learning
community” [12] Online forum discussions in
distance education can provide opportunities for
dialogue, debate and conversational learning. In
addition, it can also provide access to other
students’ experiences and opinions, and has the
potential for a real sense of community such as a
new type of learning community which can provide
a space for collective thinking and access to peers
for socializing and communication. [25]

Group activity is the greatest strength of online
learning since it facilitates interaction. [17] It is
possible to have the social, affective, and cognitive
benefits of peer interaction and collaboration in
online learning. Online forums can improve access
to education, depending on students’ flexibility in
location and time, and provide the ideal space for
self-paced, active and collaborative learning “in a
peer-support[ed] and exchange environment”. [19]
p. 12

For knowledge acquisition and cognitive
development, interaction is necessary and becomes
a fundamental process in learning settings. [6]
Gallini and Barron [13] indicate that by reading and
responding to peers’ and instructors’ posts, online
discussion can provide opportunities for learners to
engage in social interactions. It is important to
understand the students’ online interactions because
these can influence the quality of online learning.
[37]

Interaction is the main aspect of an educational
experience, as indicated by Garrison and Cleveland-
Innes [14] where more systematic and structured
interaction is required when trying to promote the
development of reflection and critical thinking
through modelling and scaffolding. Clark [7],[8]
has indicated the “active ingredient” of learning as
the method or instructional design. For the needs of
the students, it is possible to promote the learning
when the instructional design is particularly well
adjusted.

Despite the advantages of using online forum for
discussion highlighted in the literature, it does pose
some different challenges. The challenges are how
to remain motivated to discuss online. Students may
lose motivation to interact with their members and
thus resulted in being discouraged in their study.
Since students must be motivated to successfully
discuss online, there are strategies derived from
Ames’ teaching strategies along with Keller’s
ARCS model that could be used to regain their
motivation. An effective online forum discussion
needs to be developed based on the most

appropriate levels of interaction. The quality of the
learning is not judged by using the online forum
discussion, but the effectiveness of the learning is
determined by the interaction levels during the
learning session. [34]

7. RESEARCH SETTING

This research was conducted as a qualitative case
study as it focuses on a small group of students
throughout the study. [11] Purposive sampling was
used for this research. [32] The respondents of this
study are the undergraduate students of a selected
government institution of higher learning that were
randomly selected. There were eleven respondents
working in small groups of 3 to 4 members. This
study was conducted in a selected government
institution of higher learning. The respondents of
this study were undergraduates of the institution
concerned.

8. RESEARCH INSTRUMENTS

The research instruments used were online forum
discussion allocated for each group and interviews
with the research instruments used were online
forum discussions allocated for each group and
interviews with the group leaders. The transcripts of
the online forum discussions were printed out and
analysed using content analysis approach. By using
Henri’s [17] model — Instruction Analysis Model
(IAM) — a coding procedure was developed. Each
group leader was interviewed. The interview was
held using semi-open-ended techniques. The data
from the interviews was to support findings derived
from online discussion analysis to address the
research questions.

9. RESEARCH PROCEDURE

During the first meeting at the beginning of the
semester, the lecturer provided detailed
explanations on the conduct of the multimedia
course and reminded students of the course
objectives. The class was asked to form small
groups consisting of 3 to 5 members. As part of the
courseware requirement, each group was required
to develop educational courseware. The lecturer
explained that the group assignment needed to be
completed throughout the semester. Group
discussion was seen as vital in completing the group
assignments. A forum was created for each group to
conduct online discussions. Besides meeting their
friends and lecturer in class, each group continued
their discussion online. Their discussions included
selecting a topic, content materials and learning
theories. The students’ online discussions were
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constantly monitored by the teacher. This was to
ensure that the students would stay motivated and
keep on revising and improving their group project
so that they achieved their goal. At the end of the
semester, each respondent had to answer a checklist
on learning strategies used in online forum
discussions; this was developed based on Khan [22]
with some modification to suit the research. It had

two important sections. Section A was to gauge the
level of the respondents’ usage of online forums.
The items in section B (Table 1) were related to the
students’ motivation to discuss online after being
guided systematically by the lecturers, and were
organised according to the stages of Keller’s [4]
ARCS model.

Table 1: The organisation of the items from section B according to the four stages of Keller’s (1987) ARCS model

The four stages of
Keller’s (1987)
ARCS model

The items developed based on learning strategy checklist by Khan (2005)

Attention
work

o students feel encouraged to exchange ideas and provide feedback on each other’s

o testing the understanding of the key concepts learnt
¢ providing motivational factors such as surprise, novelty and intrigue to keep
students curious about online learning activities

Relevance

e helping feel part of the class
e doing pretty well at this activity, compared to other students
e enabling to learn the content needed

Confidence
o feeling pretty competent

¢ doing very well in activity

e applying the knowledge gained during the course to support online arguments
o freely communicate with other students

e cnabling to control the learning process

o exploring issues, take and discuss positions in an argumentative format

Satisfaction

o feeling more connected to others
o satisfying with performance at this task

8. DATA FINDINGS AND ANALYSIS

Before the online discussions could be analysed,
it was important to firstly look at the checklist
which was filled out by the students at the end of
the semester. The results of the checklist indicated
the students’ high familiarityin using online
learning as they knew how to use a forum for online
discussion and what worked best for them. The next
move was to motivate the students to use online
discussions in their learning process before the
research questions could be addressed. In
motivating students to learn, the lecturer provided
guidance and support throughout their learning
process. This was explained based on Ames’
teaching strategies and Keller’s ARCS model.

8.1. Motivating the students

The class was conducted based on the three-step
teaching strategies by Ames [4]. The first step was
when the lecturer informed the students of their
goal throughout the course. The goal was the ability
of each group to develop education courseware. The
lecturer started with uploading some good samples

of animations, graphics and videos that showed
excellent courseware from previous groups for
student reference. Excellent multimedia courseware
has specific learning approaches with interesting
multimedia elements. This would attract the
students’ attention. By explaining the objectives of
course, the lecturer captured and stimulated the
interest of the students to continue with course. This
is the attention stage in Keller’s [21] ARCS model.
This part covered the first stage (attention), which is
to arouse and sustain students’ interest. Then the
lecturer reminded the students that in their previous
computer classes, they had already learned how to
develop individual multimedia elements such
graphics, animations and video. Their skills form
those classes would be used again to develop
educational courseware. This part includes the
second stage (relevance) which is to describe that
the group assignment (courseware development) is
a continuation of what they had learned: mastering
multimedia technical skills. Thus, the first step of
Ames’ [4] teaching strategies covers the first and
the second stage of Keller’s [21] ARCS model.
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The important goal working in group was to
develop courseware. In the second step, the lecturer
connected this goal (developing courseware) among
members within each group. Each group was asked
to discuss online the progress of their group
assignment. Each group also extended their online
discussions after classroom meetings or teaching.
The lecturer made sure that each group conducted
online discussions. The lecturer observed each
group’s online discussions. Where necessary, the
lecturer exchanged ideas on the improvement of
groups’ projects and provided suggestions. This
part includes the third stage (component), which is
to establish positive expectations for achieving
success among learners.

The third or last step was when the lecturer
periodically told students to assess their own
progress in the courseware development. During the
last class of the semester, every group presented
their projects in class. The lecturer provided
constructive comments to further improve their
projects. With these comments each group felt
satisfied, as the lecturer had evaluated their
projects. The students felt that they had
accomplished the main objective of the level. This
is the satisfaction stage of Keller’s [21] ARCS
model: for learners to obtain some type of
satisfaction or reward from a learning experience.

Throughout these steps, the final project
(courseware  development) was  successfully
completed by each group as they were well-
motivated and assisted by the lecturer. Furthermore,
the effort from the students themselves had actually
motivated them to complete their projects as a team.
Schunk [35] stated that motivation can influence
what we learn, how we learn, and when we choose
to learn. Brophy [6] claimed that the contemporary
views link motivation to individuals’ cognitive and
affective processes, such as thoughts, beliefs and
goals, and emphasise the situated, interactive
relationship between the learner and the learning
environment. According to Noor Zainab [31],
attitudes and motivation play significant roles in the
process of teaching and learning, as attitudes can
affect the students’ behaviour in carrying out the
learning activities and reacting to the various
learning situations.

8.2. Retaining Students’
Online Discussion

Motivation through

Before the course began, the instructor reminded
the students of the purpose of each discussion
thread, how it related to the learning objectives, and
how it could promote deeper thinking. Each group’s
online discussions reflected their thorough
understanding in developing the courseware, as
well as their work commitments, as a result of the
proper guidance and support from the lecturer.
These online discussions had to be analysed in
order to address the research question. The
students’ online discussions were printed out and
analysed using a coding procedure developed based
on Ames’ [4] teaching strategies and Keller’s [21]
ARCS model.

Developing Coding Procedure: The stages in
Keller’s [21] ARCS model were labelled K-A (for
Attention), K-R (for Relevance), K-C (for
Confidence) and K-S (for Satisfaction). Each
teaching strategy from Ames [4] was identified as
Al (for goals worth achieving), All (for connecting
goals) and AIII (for assessing progress). The coding
from both Keller’s [21] ARCS model and Ames’
[4] teaching strategies were combined for further
analysis. The code of Al is related to the Attention
stage (K-A) and Relevance stage (K-R), which form
Al (K-A) and AI (K-R) respectively. The code of
AlI is combined with the Confidence stage (K-C) to
form AIl (K-C), while AIII is combined with the
Satisfaction stage (K-S) to form AIII (K-S).

Employing Raters: The total number of postings
from the three groups was 202. Each posting was
rated by two raters based on the coding procedure.

Categorising Students’
Discussions

Based on the analysis of the transcripts for each
group’s online discussion, each student’s posts were
categorised following the coding procedure that was
developed based on Ames’ [4] Teaching Strategy
and Keller’s [21] ARCS model. The result is
displayed in Table 2.

Postings of Online
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Table 2: The categorisation of students’ posts based on Ames’ (1992) Teaching Strategy and Keller’s (1987) ARCS
model

Numbers of posting based on Keller’s (1987) ARCS
i model
Grou g:::::: oy AL 280
P e 1g9};2) Attention | Relevance | Confidence | Satisfaction Posting
i (K-A) (K-R) (K-C) (K-S)
Al 16 11 - - 24
1 All - - 16 - 16 45
AIIl - - - 5 5
Al 14 32 - - 46
2 All - - 23 - 23 76
AIIl - - - 7 7
Al 7 46 - - 53
3 All - - 21 - 21 81
AIll - - - 7 7
Legends : Al (for goals worth achieving) K-A (for Attention)

AlI ( for connecting goals)
AIII (for assessing progress)

Group 1 had the most posts associated with the
Attention stage Al (K-A) in the first step of Ames’
teaching strategies. This was followed by group 2
(14 posts) and group 3 (7 posts). The most number
of online posts associated with the relevance stage
Al (K-R) in the first step of Ames’ teaching
strategies was from group 3 with 46 messages; this
was followed by group 2 and group 1 with 32
messages and 11 messages respectively. The
number of online posts that could be derived from
the confidence stage Al (K-C) in the second step of
Ames’ teaching strategies was 23 messages from
group 2, 21 messages from group 3 and 16
messages from group 1. Group 2 and 3 had the
same number of online posts in the third step of
Ames’ teaching strategies with 7 messages, while
group 1 had 6 messages. This means that the
students realised that they needed to stay focussed
in completing their project in the group as it could
not be done single-handedly. According to the
group leaders, the students had given their best
efforts to select the topic and the appropriate
learning theory related to the project. They were
also enthusiastically involved in discussions
through the online forum and committed to
completing the projects assigned to them.

Based on the analysis of the transcripts from each
group’s online discussion, students were motivated
to have a positive attitude to completing their
group’s projects. This could be seen from their
discussions via the online forum. The lecturer
managed to retain the students’ motivation to
continue discussing online; the team leader also
played a large role as motivator to their team. As a
leader, they had to make sure the team members

K-R (for Relevance)

K-C ( for Confidence)

K-S ( for Satisfaction)
were involved in every discussion. The lecturer and
team leaders had also played significant role in
contributing and exchanging ideas through online
discussions. The students were satisfied with the
communication, not only from their team members
but also from the lecturer.

From the findings, all of the teams were showing
their teamwork on completing the assignments with
make the discussion successfully by connecting the
goals of the group task. Almost all of the team
members provided their opinions and ideas
regarding managing their projects. They also gave
feedback regarding the improvement of any
deficiencies or errors, to ensure that their work
could be carried out easily. Besides, they were also
able to evaluate their assignment well with
involving in the discussion by give their views on
the ideas given by members of the group. Students
who took all or part of their course online
performed better, on average, than those taking the
same course through traditional face-to-face
instruction.

9. CONCLUSION

Motivation loss among tertiary students in using
online discussion could be very discouraging if it is
not controlled. Therefore, the students must be
motivated with the lecturer’s facilitation through
online discussion since motivation is regarded as
the driving force that keeps students constantly
working together as a team in completing their
assignment. In helping students to stay motivated,
the role of lecturer is seen as vital in developing
goals and specific steps for them as suggested by
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Ames’[4] teaching strategies. This study could
serve as a best practice and an important reference
when using online forum to keep students motived
in their learning.

However, the obvious limitation in this study is
the conduct of interview with the group leaders.
All members in the group should have
been interviewed simultaneously in a focus group
interview  setting where each  individual
team member could respond to any issues rose so
that the lecturer or researcher can enhance his
understanding by taking in the viewpoints of all
group members. This would provide various
insights on the potentially difficult behaviours that
can occur in groups or teams including how the
group members reflect leadership qualities.
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