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ABSTRACT

This study investigates student engagement in asynchronous forums in distance learning by focus-

ing on the interactions of 204 students across four classes. It aims to understand interaction evolution

and influencing factors over the course of each class. Data analysis reveals an initial high involvement

that declines markedly over time for each class. This suggests a need for better pedagogical strategies

in online environments to retain student attention. The decline is attributed to limited interaction, fewer

collaboration opportunities, and self-regulation challenges for the students. Recommendations include

designing courses to be more interactive and collaborative, enhancing instructor presence, and develop-

ing students’ self-regulation skills. The findings emphasize the complexity of maintaining engagement in

online learning and highlight the need for continuous pedagogical innovation.
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INTRODUCTION

The recent shift toward asynchronous learn-
ing platforms has been a defining moment in
educational methodologies that has been driven in
part by global disruptions such as the COVID-19
pandemic. These platforms are a contrast to tradi-
tional, face-to-face classroom settings, and provide
a more flexible, learner-centric approach to educa-
tion (Phillips, 2021). Asynchronous learning caters
to many learners by accommodating their diverse
schedules and learning preferences. This shift is
not just a matter of convenience; it also signifies a
fundamental change in how education is delivered
and consumed (Joyner & Isbell, 2021). It reflects an
understanding that learning can, and should, adapt
to the varied challenges of students’ lives by offer-
ing them the ability to engage with educational
content when it best suits their needs.

Asynchronous discussion forums represent
a crucial element of this new educational land-
scape. Unlike synchronous learning environments
where classroom interaction is time-specific, these
forums allow for delayed interaction (Pather et al.,

2020). This model offers significant advantages
in terms of accessibility and inclusivity because
it allows students from different time zones and
with varying schedules to participate equally.
However, asynchronous learning also presents dis-
tinct challenges. The lack of immediate feedback
and real-time interaction can impact the dynam-
ics of student communication and engagement.
Asynchronous forums require students to be more
self-motivated and disciplined (Schmidt-Jones,
2020), and they demand a higher level of com-
mitment from educators to design forums that are
not only informative but also engaging enough to
encourage regular, thoughtful interaction (Heilporn
et al., 2022).

The body of literature surrounding online
learning is vast, and it has consistently highlighted
several key factors that drive student engagement
in digital environments. Studies have shown that
the design of the course, including its structure and
the nature of its content, plays a significant role
in influencing student interaction (Aldowah et al.,
2020). Interaction quality is another critical factor,
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i.e., the frequency and depth of exchanges between
students and instructors. This literature review
serves as a foundation, offering a comprehensive
understanding of how different elements converge
to affect student engagement and interaction in
online learning.

Theoretical models like the Community of
Inquiry (Col) provide valuable frameworks for
understanding engagement in online educational
settings. The Col model, for instance, emphasizes
three critical components: social presence, cogni-
tive presence, and teaching presence (Shea et al.,
2022). Each element plays a distinct role in fos-
tering a productive online learning environment.
Social presence refers to the ability of participants
to project themselves socially and emotionally as
“real” people. Cognitive presence involves explor-
ing, constructing, resolving, and confirming
understanding through collaboration and reflec-
tion in a community of learners. On the other
hand, teaching presence is the design, facilitation,
and direction of cognitive and social processes to
achieve personally meaningful and educationally
worthwhile learning outcomes. These theoretical
perspectives are crucial for educators and research-
ers in designing and assessing compelling online
learning experiences.

The challenges associated with asynchronous
discussion forums are multifaceted. Reduced
social presence can lead to isolation among stu-
dents, which can harm their engagement and
overall learning experience (Maimaiti et al., 2023).
Cultivating a sense of community in a setting
where interactions are not happening in real time is
a significant challenge. Additionally, the asynchro-
nous nature of these forums means that students
must possess strong time management skills to
keep up with discussions and coursework. The
potential decrease in motivation, stemming from
the lack of immediate feedback and interaction,
poses another challenge for students and educators
in maintaining engagement and enthusiasm for the
course material.

The potential of asynchronous discussion
forums to positively impact learning outcomes is
substantial. When thoughtfully designed and effec-
tively facilitated, these forums can lead to deeper
cognitive engagement among students (Giacumo
& Savenye, 2020). This deeper engagement mani-
fests in enhanced critical thinking skills, improved

analytical abilities, and better retention of course
material. These forums provide a platform for stu-
dents to engage in more reflective and thoughtful
discussions, allowing for the exploration of com-
plex ideas and concepts in a more nuanced manner.
The asynchronous nature of these discussions
can encourage students to delve deeper into top-
ics, research more thoroughly, and formulate more
considered responses than might be possible in a
time-pressured, synchronous discussion.

However, a notable research gap exists in
exploring the role of asynchronous discussion
forums in fostering student interaction and engage-
ment. While existing studies have provided insights
into various aspects of online learning, focused
research on how these forums influence student
engagement, what barriers exist to interaction, and
how these can be overcome is less prevalent. This
gap underscores the need for targeted research to
understand better and maximize the effectiveness
of asynchronous discussion forums. Such research
is essential for advancing educational practices and
enhancing the quality of learning experiences in
online environments (Fehrman & Watson, 2021).
This exploration is significant for academic pur-
poses and has practical implications for designing
and implementing online courses, ensuring they
are as engaging and effective as possible.

METHOD

In the context of examining student engagement
in asynchronous discussion forums within distance
education, the methodological approach of this
study was meticulously designed to capture a com-
prehensive understanding of the interaction trends.
The study encompassed four distinct classes, each
starting with an enrollment of 51 students and span-
ning over eight sessions. This setting provided a rich
ground for analyzing the dynamics of student inter-
action in virtual learning spaces. The participants
in this study were 204 students who were divided
equally across the four classes. It is important to note
that these students were already familiar with online
learning environments, as they were sophomore
students enrolled in a distance education university.
This prior experience with online learning platforms
likely influenced their engagement and interaction
patterns within the asynchronous forums. Their
familiarity with such educational settings was cru-
cial in selecting them for this study, as it provided a
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diverse range of interactions and engagement levels,
which were essential for a thorough analysis. This
background information about the students’ famil-
iarity with online learning adds a critical layer to
understanding the nuances of their interaction in the
virtual learning space.

The study was conducted in a virtual learning
environment and specifically focused on asynchro-
nous discussion forums. This environment was
chosen due to its relevance to contemporary online
education and its potential to reveal varied aspects
of student engagement. The procedure involved
tracking in detail the student interactions in the
discussion forums across all eight sessions. This
tracking was not limited to mere attendance but
extended to the depth and quality of the students’
engagement in the discussions. Both quantitative
and qualitative data were collected. Quantitative
data involved recording the number of participat-
ing students in each session for every class, as
meticulously detailed in Table 1. This data pro-
vided a clear, numerical insight into the interaction
trends over time. Qualitative data were gathered
to capture the essence of these interactions. This
process included observations on the nature of dis-
cussions, the quality of student contributions, and
the general dynamics within the forums.

In terms of data analysis, a robust analytical
framework was employed. The quantitative data
were statistically analyzed to identify patterns and
trends in interaction across different sessions and
classes. The qualitative data were scrutinized to
understand the underlying factors driving these
trends, which provided a richer context to the num-
bers. A noteworthy aspect of the methodology was
its adherence to ethical considerations. Ensuring
the anonymity and confidentiality of the partici-
pants was paramount, thus informed consent was
obtained, and the participants were assured of their
privacy, especially concerning the use of their data
in the study. This ethical rigour was maintained
throughout the data collection and analysis phases.
Additionally, this study obtained approval from
the Institutional Review Board operating within
the academic institution where the study was con-
ducted, further ensuring compliance with ethical
standards and guidelines.

Lastly, while the method was comprehensive,
it acknowledged certain limitations. The focus on
asynchronous forums meant that other elements of

the online learning experience were not within the
scope of this study. Additionally, the specific par-
ticipant group and the online environment might
limit the generalizability of the findings. Despite
these limitations, the methodological approach
of this study was crafted to provide significant
insights into student engagement in asynchronous
discussion forums, a vital component of modern
online education.

RESULTS AND DISCUSSION

In the evolving landscape of distance edu-
cation, understanding student engagement in
asynchronous discussion forums becomes critical
for educators and instructional designers striving
to create effective online learning experiences.
This study presents an empirical examination of
interaction trends across four classes, each with an
enrollment of 51 students over a series of eight ses-
sions. The ensuing discussion, grounded in a robust
analytical framework, seeks to decode the patterns
observed in these virtual learning spaces. The data
outlined in Table 1 captures not only the fluctua-
tions in attendance but also the nuanced dynamics
that underpin the student interaction within these
forums. Delving into the intricacies of these trends
will also reveal the theoretical underpinnings that
inform and shape the online educational experi-
ence. From the high initial interaction rates to the
gradual decline, the data invite a reflection on the
pedagogical approaches and learning theories that
are at play in such asynchronous settings. These
patterns of engagement, characterized by their
initial robustness and subsequent ebb, provide
fertile ground for discussion on the mechanisms
of motivation, the importance of community, and
the necessity of scaffolding self-regulated learning
in online environments. The subsequent analysis
will explore how these theoretical perspectives
can illuminate the pathways to fostering sustained
engagement in distance learning, offering insights
into the strategies that can mitigate the challenges
posed by the lack of physical presence and imme-
diacy in asynchronous discussions.

Results

Table 1 details student interaction in asyn-
chronous discussions across eight sessions for four
distinct classes, supplemented by total averages
and percentages. In Class 1, which commenced
with 51 students, a robust start with 46 participants
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Table1.

Students Interaction Data in Discussion Forums

Class Total Number of participating students
Students | Session1 | Session2 | Session3 | Sessiond | Session5 | Session6 | Session7 | Session8
Class1 51 46 42 42 40 37 35 36 36
Class?2 51 49 a7 48 43 42 40 42 37
Class 3 51 46 40 42 40 4 40 4 36
Class4 51 40 40 36 37 33 35 35 32
Total Average 45.25 42.25 42 40 38.25 315 38.5 35.25
Total Pecentage 89% 83% 82% 78% 75% 74% 75% 69%
in the first session gradually declined, reaching  Figurel.

36 participants by the final session. Class 2, with
the same initial student count, demonstrated con-
sistent interaction with a slight dip toward later
sessions, culminating in 37 participants in the
eighth session. Class 3, despite an initial high of
46 participants, experienced fluctuations through-
out sessions and concluded with 36 students. Class
4, starting with 51 students, exhibited a consis-
tent decrease in interaction, completing with 32
students in the eighth session. The total average,
fluctuating between 35.25 and 45.25 students per
session, and the total percentage values, indicating
the proportion of participating students relative to
the total class size, reflect a general reduction in
interaction across sessions.

This data encourages further investigation into
the factors influencing asynchronous discussion
engagement within each class. The percentages
gradually decrease from 89% in the first session to
69% in the eighth session. These figures suggest a
consistent decline in student engagement over the
eight sessions. The decreasing trend in both total
average and percentage interaction implies that, on
average, a smaller proportion of students actively
participated in asynchronous discussions as the
sessions progressed.

Figure 1 shows the nuanced trends characteriz-
ing student interaction in asynchronous discussion
forums over eight sessions within four distinct
classes. Each class exhibits a unique pattern of
engagement, offering valuable insights into the
dynamics of student interaction and involvement
in the context of distance learning environments.
Commencing with Class 1 (Blue Line), the ini-
tial session witnessed a commendable level of

Students’ Interaction Trends in Asynchronous Discussion

interaction, boasting 46 students actively engag-
ing in the asynchronous discussions. However, this
robust start was followed by a discernible drop in
the second session, with interaction dwindling to
36 students. The subsequent sessions witnessed
fluctuating levels of engagement, ultimately cul-
minating in a notable decline to 32 students in the
final session. This class, therefore, demonstrated a
prevailing downward trend in interaction over the
eight sessions.

Turning to Class 2 (Orange Line), the interac-
tion trajectory unfolded with an initial count of 40
students. A modest increase to 42 students in the
second session indicates a relatively stable trend.
The class maintained a consistent pattern with
minor fluctuations, concluding with 36 students in
the last session. While this signifies a slight overall
decrease, the stability in engagement sets this class
apart from the others. Class 3 (Grey Line) emerged
with the highest initial interaction, showcasing 49
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students actively participating in the first session.
Despite this promising start, the number of stu-
dents decreased to 43 in the second session, setting
the tone for fluctuating patterns in subsequent ses-
sions. The class concluded with 37 students in the
final session, pointing towards a general downward
trend. It is noteworthy, however, that despite the
trend, this class consistently boasted the highest
interaction numbers in most sessions.

Class 4 (Yellow Line), beginning with 40 stu-
dents, experienced a decline to 35 participants in
the second session. Like Class 1, this class exhib-
ited fluctuating trends throughout subsequent
sessions, culminating in a reduction to 32 students
in the final session. The general trajectory aligns
with a decrease in interaction over the eight ses-
sions. Collectively, an overarching observation
across all four classes reveals a persistent down-
ward trend in student interaction. This trend raises
questions about the challenges associated with
sustaining engagement over time, the inherent dif-
ficulties in maintaining consistent involvement in
distance learning environments, or potential exter-
nal factors influencing student interaction. Despite
the fluctuations observed, the prevailing trajectory
in each class underscores the need for a deeper
exploration of the underlying causes to enhance
student engagement in asynchronous discussions
within distance learning platforms.

Discussion

The trends observed in Table 1 and Figure 1,
depicting the diminishing interaction rates in asyn-
chronous discussion forums, bring to light several
implications that are deeply rooted in educational
theories, particularly those relevant to the online
learning paradigm. The initial surge of student
engagement that diminishes as the sessions proceed
calls for a strategic reconsideration of how moti-
vation and interest are fostered and sustained in
digital learning spaces. Educational theorists argue
that motivation is not merely an intrinsic learner
characteristic but is significantly influenced by the
design and facilitation of the learning environment
(Dostert & Miller, 2021). The initial high engage-
ment rates seen across all classes may have been
fueled by the initial excitement of learners encoun-
tering new content and a novel learning platform.
However, as the novelty wears off, the intrinsic
motivation may wane unless actively sustained by

extrinsic factors such as course design, content rel-
evance, and instructor intervention.

A social constructivist approach to learning
posits that knowledge is constructed through social
interaction and collaboration (Feyzi Behnagh &
Yasrebi, 2020). This perspective emphasizes the
creation of meaning through dialogue and col-
lective activity. The data from the current study
suggests a possible deficiency in the quality or
quantity of meaningful interactions and collab-
orative learning activities within the classes under
study. Without these critical components, stu-
dents’ engagement is likely to deteriorate over time
as they might feel less connected to the learning
community and the course content. In the asyn-
chronous online learning environment, the absence
of real-time feedback and the potential for delayed
instructor response can exacerbate the situation,
leaving students feeling isolated and disconnected,
which can negatively impact their motivation to
participate (Selvaraj et al., 2021).

The Community of Inquiry (Col) frame-
work extends this discussion by identifying three
presences critical to a successful online learning
experience: social, cognitive, and teaching pres-
ence (Honig & Salmon, 2021). Social presence
involves the ability of participants to identify with
the community, communicate purposefully in a
trusting environment, and develop interpersonal
relationships. Cognitive presence refers to the
extent to which learners are able to construct and
confirm meaning through sustained reflection and
discourse. Teaching presence, on the other hand,
encompasses the design, facilitation, and direction
of cognitive and social processes to achieve per-
sonally meaningful and educationally worthwhile
learning outcomes. The data suggest that these
presences may not have been fully optimized, as
indicated by the decline in student interaction.
This finding may point to a need for instructional
designers and educators to more rigorously apply
the principles of the Col framework in developing
and facilitating online courses.

Self-regulated learning theory also provides a
lens through which to interpret the decline in inter-
action (Ilishkina et al., 2022). This theory posits that
successful learners actively control their learning
experiences through goal-setting, self-monitor-
ing, and self-reflection (Cleary & Zimmerman,
2012). In asynchronous learning environments, the
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onus is on the learner to regulate their own learn-
ing due to the self-paced nature of the courses.
The decrease in interaction could imply that stu-
dents may be struggling with the self-regulation
demands of asynchronous learning. This struggle
might be due to several factors, including a lack
of self-efficacy, which can be remedied by timely
instructor feedback and peer interaction, or to the
inherent challenges of managing time and learning
resources in a self-directed learning environment
(Potts, 2019).

The implications of these theories suggest that
a multipronged approach is necessary to address
the decline in student interaction. Such an approach
would involve examining course design to ensure
that it promotes sustained motivation and engage-
ment, creates ample opportunities for meaningful
interaction and collaboration, and provides support
for students to develop their self-regulation skills.
These strategies are not independent but rather
interconnected components of a cohesive plan to
foster a thriving online learning community. For
instance, instructors can design activities requiring
collaboration and peer feedback, which increase
social presence. Simultaneously, they can provide
scaffolding for cognitive presence through struc-
tured discussion prompts that encourage deeper
reflection and discourse. Furthermore, instruc-
tors can enhance teaching presence by providing
clear guidelines, prompt feedback, and regular
communication, thereby supporting students’ self-
regulated learning strategies.

The trends in student interaction in asynchro-
nous discussion forums reflect the complex interplay
of motivational, social, and cognitive factors that
influence online learning experiences. The decline
in engagement over time underscores the need for
a comprehensive approach to online course design
and facilitation that aligns with social constructivist
principles and the Community of Inquiry framework
while supporting the development of self-regulated
learning skills among students. Future research
must continue to investigate these theoretical impli-
cations in practice and explore innovative strategies
that can effectively address the challenges revealed
through this study’s findings.

CONCLUSION
The research into student interaction within
asynchronous discussion forums has revealed

insightful trends that raise important consider-
ations for the future of distance learning. At the
outset, all classes demonstrated a promising degree
of engagement, suggesting that the initial appeal
of online courses is strong. However, the steady
decline in interaction observed through the eight
sessions indicates that the allure may be superfi-
cial or, at best, short-lived without the support of
robust pedagogical underpinnings.This pattern of
engagement attrition brings into focus the essential
role of motivational strategies in the online learn-
ing environment. The initial enthusiasm displayed
by students indicates a readiness to engage, yet the
faltering persistence underscores a gap between
student expectations and course delivery. The data
compels educators to move beyond static content
delivery and embrace a more dynamic interaction
that continuously stimulates learner motivation.
This innovation could involve reimagining course
design to emphasize relevance, applicability,
and interactivity, ensuring that students find sus-
tained value and interest as they progress through
the course.

In examining the nature of the learning expe-
rience, the study echoes the significance of social
constructivism, which advocates for learning as
a collaborative, dialogic process. The decline in
engagement suggests that the virtual classrooms
under scrutiny may not have fully capitalized on
the power of community and collaboration, which
are hallmarks of a constructivist approach. Therein
lies the challenge for educators to create learning
experiences rich in dialogue, peer learning, and
social connection, even when separated by screens.
The Community of Inquiry framework offers a
further lens to evaluate the online learning expe-
rience, emphasizing the necessity of a balanced
interplay between social, cognitive, and teaching
presence. The observed decrease in student inter-
action signals potential shortfalls in these areas,
prompting a reevaluation of how these presences
are initiated and maintained. It is incumbent upon
educators to foster a sense of community, support
meaningful cognitive engagement, and maintain a
strong teaching presence that guides and sustains
learners throughout their educational journey.

Self-regulated learning emerges as another
pivotal factor, particularly in the context of asyn-
chronous learning, which demands a high degree
of learner autonomy. The challenges students face
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in self-directed learning environments may con-
tribute to the decrease in engagement, pointing
to the need for instructional strategies that build
students’ self-regulatory capacities. In response to
these findings, the study advocates for a renewed
focus on course design that not only attracts but
also retains student interaction. It calls for instruc-
tors to be actively involved in facilitating learning,
providing consistent support, and nurturing a sense
of academic community. Future research should
delve into the qualitative aspects of engagement,
going beyond interaction numbers to understand
the depth and quality of student interactions and
the impact of various teaching strategies.

Moreover, professional development for edu-
cators is essential to equip them with the skills
needed to create and sustain vibrant online learn-
ing communities. The overarching goal is to align
the principles of social constructivism and the
Community of Inquiry framework with practical
strategies that promote self-regulated learning,
ensuring that distance education is both engag-
ing and effective. The findings underscore the
importance of a comprehensive approach to online
course design and facilitation. By integrating a
strong theoretical foundation with practical, inter-
active strategies, educators can foster a learning
environment where student engagement is not just
initiated but sustained. Such an approach will be
crucial in upholding the integrity and effective-
ness of distance learning as a key modality in
higher education.
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