Discussion boards help first year students discover new learning strategies.

Introduction. The transition from secondary to tertiary education can be challenging for students, as they must adapt to the independent nature of university learning (van der Meer et al., 2010). Yet learning strategies are rarely taught at university, making it difficult for students to adopt new strategies if their approach has not been effective or efficient (Bjork et al., 2013). 
Aims. This study aimed to implement and evaluate the use of discussion boards as a tool for first year students to share learning strategies with one another.

Methods. Students (n=189) enrolled in an anatomy and physiology course joined a BlackboardTM discussion group of 3-7 students during semester. Students shared their learning strategies on the discussion board, and reflected on their peers strategies as part of course assessment. This intervention was evaluated by thematic analysis of students’ self-reported use of new learning strategies. Students were categorised as those who did or did not use new learning strategies, and their academic performance was compared.

Results. The majority of students (91%) identified strategies from the discussion board worth trying before the mid-semester exam. By the end of semester, 76% of students had adopted at least one new strategy; however, these students performed significantly worse on the exam compared to students who did not adopt new strategies. The students who adopted new strategies learnt about them from peers (33%), the discussion board (32%) or through self-discovery (32%). The majority of students (83%) found the discussion boards to be useful as a source of new learning strategies, and for insight into how others learn. 
Discussion. Although the discussion boards provided an avenue for students to learn about new strategies, further guidance from instructors may be required to help students evaluate the effectiveness of these strategies.
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