Discussion boards
The purpose of a discussion board is to facilitate student-to-student discussion
outside the class. Your tutor might set you a specific task or topic each week, or it
might be there simply for you to continue and extend discussions from class. But
the point is that you are talking to each other, not to the tutor.
So with that in mind, here are some tips:
●
●

●

●

●

When the tutor sets a specific question or task, make sure you answer it.
Read it fully and understand what’s expected of you.
Respond to other students’ comments. Don’t be afraid to disagree - do so
politely, for example by asking a question, or to clarify their point, before
explaining your position. If you think they’ve said something good, agree,
and add something else, like an example or a reference. Be constructive.
Include information from your reading. Mention the books, articles, and
websites that you have read to back up your point. Refer to lectures too, or
link to other resources not on the reading list that you think are relevant.
Remember that you will still be expected to paraphrase, summarise and
reference - copying from Wikipedia isn’t going to convince anyone.
If you don’t know what to say, ask a question, or explain why you have
nothing add. It might be that the reason the topic isn’t interesting for you is
actually itself an interesting contribution. Reflect on why it isn’t grabbing
your attention or what it is that’s confusing you.
Elaborate and explain. Avoid one word or one line posts. This is a chance to
say what you actually think, your own personal idea or take on the module or
topic.

This is a guide to help you understand what to write in these tasks. If you are
having technical difficulties with NILE, please refer to the Learning Technology
Team.
Below is an example of a discussion board conversation where the tutor has set a
particular question. Notice that the students are giving full answers, references to
where they got their information and examples, and responding to previous
comments in the discussion rather than repeating.

Page 1 of 3

Page 2 of 3

These examples illustrate an informal academic writing style. You can see that
while the students are not using slang, they are writing in the first person (using
‘I’), using contractions (‘don’t’), and intensifying language (‘dramatically’). In
formal academic style, these would be avoided in favour of impersonal, objective,
cautious language. But in the context of a discussion board, this type of writing
style is appropriate.

Student Comment - Discussion boards
Some courses use discussion boards more than others. For instance, my course only
officially used them once over three years. I say officially because we only had a
single discussion board assignment, but we were able to use them the whole time
we were studying.
On every Nile site, the lectures can opt to enable a group discussion board. If you
haven’t got one, ask for one; they’re a perfect environment to ask and get questions
answered. Think of a discussion board as a virtual, twenty-four hour seminar; every
time you post, your peers and tutors are notified and are able to reply and interact
with what you’ve written.
Some students use the discussion boards more than others, it just depends on your
preferences. I used to post in the module discussion boards fairly regularly; I’d use
the platform to share journal articles, or other bits of information. By doing this, I
received responses from other students and learnt a considerable amount from the
discussions that were ignited. Also, in my first year I was particularly struggling with
an assignment I just didn’t understand. Posting in the discussion board forced me
to think about the aspects I needed clarification on. Luckily for me, the lecturer
responded to my SOS posting with clear examples that helped everybody who was
active in the discussion thread.
Even if you don’t post any questions or respond to the treads, familiarise yourself
with how they work; most courses have an assignment where they are looking for
‘Student Interaction’. This is where it is evident that you are responding to your
peers’ thinking and a discussion board tends to be the method used to show this.
They do this by asking you to finishing your “posting” with a question, which others
can respond to. If you’re like me and your course doesn’t do an assignment like this
until towards the end of the year, it’s likely no one would be available to show you
how the postings work and you might find the layout overwhelming at first.
Basically, posting on the boards works just like an email, but instead of pressing
send, you press post! However, it can be difficult to distinguish relevant posts amid
the apparent random organisation of “threads”, so it is worth looking at how they
work before you actually have an assignment where you need to use it.
NB: If you are struggling with how to use a discussion board, try the NILE help pages.
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