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ABSTRACT

One of the most important tools of the 
Virtual Learning Environments -AVA is the 
forum and in these it is necessary that the stu-
dent participates actively for the learning to 
occur. In a forum, there are postings allowing 
interactivity between the actors to take place in 
order to create social knowledge. � is article 
aims to present a study of changing criteria for 
evaluation of participation by the actors in an 
EaD forum. A qualitative research of the type 
research-action was carried out in a Superior 
Course of Technology in which there was ini-
tially little interactivity and in the � rst face-to-
-face meeting there was a proposal to change 
criteria of evaluation of participation in the 
forums. � is study complements others rela-
ted in the class related to the attitude change of 
the actors. With the new criteria, better results 
were observed and the students were optimis-
tic about the success obtained.

Keywords: Distance Learning Strategies. 
Learning. College education. Virtual 
Learning Environment.

RESUMEN

Una de las herramientas más importan-
tes de los Ambientes Virtuales de Aprendizaje 
-AVA es el foro y en estos es necesario que 
el alumno participe activamente para que 
ocurra el aprendizaje. En un foro se realizan 
posturas permitiendo que ocurra la interac-
tividad entre los actores de modo que ocurra 
la construcción del saber social. Este artículo 
tiene como objetivo presentar un estudio de 
cambio criterios de evaluación de participa-
ción por parte de los actores en un foro de 
EaD. Se realizó una investigación cualitativa 
del tipo investigación-acción en un Curso 
Superior de Tecnología en el que inicialmen-
te había poca interactividad y en el primer 
encuentro presencial hubo una propuesta de 
cambio de criterios de evaluación de partici-
pación en los foros. Este estudio complemen-
ta otros relacionados en la clase relacionados 
con el cambio de actitud de los actores. Con 
los nuevos criterios, se observaron resultados 
mejores y los alumnos se mostraron optimis-
tas con el éxito obtenido.
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Palabras clave: Enseñanza a distancia. 
Aprendizaje. Educación superior. Entornos 
Virtuales de Aprendizaje. 

RESUMO

Uma das ferramentas mais importantes 
dos Ambientes Virtuais de Aprendizagem 
-AVA é o fórum e nestes é preciso que o 
aluno participe ativamente para que ocorra 
o aprendizado. Em um fórum se realizam 
postagens permitindo que ocorra a intera-
tividade entre os atores de modo a ocorrer a 
construção do saber social. Este artigo tem 
como objetivo apresentar um estudo de mu-
dança critérios de avaliação de participação 
por parte dos atores em um fórum de EaD. 
Realizou-se uma pesquisa qualitativa do 
tipo pesquisa-ação em um Curso Superior 
de Tecnologia no qual incialmente havia 
pouca interatividade e no primeiro encon-
tro presencial houve uma proposta de mu-
dança de critérios de avaliação de partici-
pação nos fóruns. Este estudo complementa 
outros relacionados na turma relacionados 
com a mudança de atitude dos atores. Com 
os novos critérios, observou-se resultados 
melhores e os alunos se mostraram otimis-
tas com o sucesso obtido.

Palavras-chave: Ensino a distân-
cia. Aprendizagem. Educação superior. 
Ambientes Virtuais de Aprendizagem.

1. INTRODUCTION

Nowadays, the distance education (DE) 
culture has spread considerably in Brazil and 
every year a growing number of students 
turn to online undergraduate programs. � e 
ongoing advances in technology primarily 
via mobile devices facilitate people’s access 
to such programs. According to SEMESP 
(2015), over one million students enroll in 
DE undergraduate programs every year.

In Virtual Learning Environments 
(VLEs), forums are one of the interactivity 

tools used the most. � is article makes use of 
the theory presented by Risemberg, Shitsuka, 
and Tavares (2015) regarding interactivity 
patterns in VLE tools. In this study, another 
interactivity tool was used, namely wiki. We 
found that students in a technology program 
in the � eld of computer science interacted 
less than others in undergraduate programs 
in the � elds of humanities and applied 
social sciences.

Another two authors in our theoretical 
background are Wallon (2008) and Vygotsky 
(2013), whose concepts on learning suggest 
people learn via a� ectivity and social inter-
action, respectively. With respect to virtual 
environments, there are the studies on learn-
ing in virtual environments presented by 
Ribeiro, Todescat, and Jacobsen (2015). 

Autonomy is seen as important for 
learning in a VLE so that students may pur-
sue knowledge by means of research, interac-
tivity, and working collaboratively with their 
peers. Freire (2013) considers that students 
must have autonomy in education processes. 
� ese issues are complemented by Gottardi 
(2015), who works on students’ autonomy in 
VLEs, and Santos (2014), who looks into col-
laboration among students.

It is � tting that students and tutors should 
work together to achieve active participation. 
Dockter (2016) says that tutors who manage 
to overcome the barriers from passive to ac-
tive participation have been increasingly in 
greater demand for working in VLEs. 

A few questions that emerge are: 

1. How do we solve educational prob-
lems in a way that the actors get in-
volved in decision-making to improve 
online programs?

2. Can the tool’s interactivity-based 
communication aid learning in 
distance education?
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� e purpose of this paper is to present a 
study into changing the criteria for evaluat-
ing actor participation in a DE forum.

Answers to our interview questions 
were analyzed using French discourse analy-
sis according to authors Foucalt (2007) and 
Mazzola (2009).  � is study complements 
others related to changes in the actors’ be-
havior and which are a part of a line of social 
research studies.

� e following items are addressed in 
this paper: 

Learning through an active methodolo-
gy in a virtual environment. � is topic looks 
into active methodology as a way for working 
in both the on-campus and virtual learning 
processes in which students are responsible 
for their learning and are led to actively work 
on the pursuit of their knowledge.

� e expected growth in the number of 
Brazilian DE programs and places in the 
next few years. � is topic presents data and 
information on laws and facts that help con-
� rm DE is an expanding form of education 
in Brazil. 

Learning through forum interactivity. 
� is topic is worked on based on education 
theorists such as Wallon, with respect to the 
issue of a� ectivity, and Vygotsky, regard-
ing learning that requires social interaction 
and a forum environment, i.e. interactiv-
ity. In the course of this paper, virtual tutors 
or professors are terms used interchange-
ably. In many schools, professors are the 
content developers.

2. LEARNING THROUGH AN AC-
TIVE METHODOLOGY IN A VIR-
TUAL ENVIRONMENT

According to authors Godberg (2010), 
Berbel (2011), Gemignani (2012), Barbosa 
and Moura (2013), Freire (2013), Borges 

and Alencar (2014), De Deus (2014), Moran 
(2015), and Gouvea et al. (2016), in active 
methodologies teaching and learning focus 
on students and their participation. In this 
respect, VLE forums become one of the tools 
most o� en used to work under active meth-
odologies. � is tool gets students to make au-
tonomous decisions and take responsibility 
for their posts. By working like this, we foster 
respect for students’ intelligence and their 
ability to be at the core of the process so they 
can develop skills and competences at their 
own pace and according to their interests. All 
that helps build a democratic, � exible, and 
participatory environment. 

Bolaño (2007) believes the web is a net-
work that democratizes information. In fact, 
information on this web remains available 
to users. Wolton (2010) believes that in-
formation is not the same as communica-
tion. Communication is a two-way street 
where interactivity takes place. � erefore, 
we believe the web democratizes commu-
nication. � is position is close to the one 
put forward by Marcondes (2011), who be-
lieves Information and Communication 
Technologies (ICT) encourage a participa-
tory culture and democratization.

3. THE EXPECTED GROWTH IN 
THE NUMBER OF BRAZILIAN DE 
PROGRAMS AND PLACES IN THE 
NEXT FEW YEARS 

For a few years now, Brazil has seen over 
one million students enroll in online under-
graduate and graduate programs every year 
(SEMESP, 2015). Relative to the total stu-
dents enrolling in undergraduate programs 
annually, DE accounts for approximately 
15%. However, Brazilian circumstances tend 
to expand such share in the next few years.

� e number of students in DE under-
graduate programs is likely to double or in-
crease even more in coming years. One of 
the reasons for such growth stems from Law 
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no. 13005 of 2014, which sets the National 
Education Plan (PNE, in Portuguese) targets 
for the ten years from 2014 to 2024. � rough 
this plan, a 50% higher increase in the gross 
rate of enrollments is expected for students 
aged between 18 and 24 years.  (Schincariol, 
2014, UFC, 2014, VEJA, 2014).

Added to undergraduate programs, there 
are other places corresponding to graduate 
and extension programs. 

Another factor is given by Brasil (2017), 
who says Regulatory Ordinance no. 11/2017 
has opened up the possibility for schools 
to set up DE hubs according to the regula-
tions, albeit without the need for inspec-
tions by evaluators appointed by the “Anísio 
Teixeira” National Studies and Research 
Institute (INEP).

We � nd the current legislation encourag-
es the expansion of undergraduate programs 
in virtual environments. Additionally, we see 
that the increased use of mobile technologies 
also encourages the increase in the number 
of extension and short e-learning programs. 

Hence, we verify that DE has a clear 
road ahead to expand in the coming years. 
Belloni (2002) believes DE is part of a broad 
education innovation process and includes 
bringing ICT into schools’ teaching and 
learning processes.

4. LEARNING THROUGH FORUM 
INTERACTIVITY 

Stair and Reynolds (2011) and Laudon 
and Laudon (2015) believe systems are sets 
of components that independently interact to 
achieve common goals. When communica-
tion takes place on the web, it creates social-
technical systems through which information 
� ows will go through.

When social interaction takes place via 
the web, it can be considered interactivity. It 

is through interactivity that social exchanges 
among DE program students take place, al-
lowing them to secure knowledge. Ribeiro, 
Todescat, and Jacobsen (2015) believe it hap-
pens through the subject’s action on the ob-
ject of knowledge and also the signi� cation 
schemes that set up one’s relationships with 
the new knowledge. 

Tenório, Ferrari Júnior, and Tenório 
(2015) believe that for students to understand 
the proposal in DE forums, it is important 
they are provided with an introduction at the 
opening of the forum. � is is an important 
time when students need to clearly under-
stand what the forum is about.

Risemberg, Shitsuka, and Tavares (2015) 
present results from a study conducted in DE 
classes of Pedagogy, Business Management, 
and computer science Technology under-
graduate programs, in which they found dif-
ferences in the students’ interactivity and par-
ticipation in the wiki tool.

Although the tool used is di� erent from 
forum-based work, there are similarities. 
Additionally, we can say that given the type 
of program, students in the shortest program, 
i.e. the technology one, were likely to interact 
less than others in longer programs that re-
quire more brainstorming. 

In forums, tutors are tasked with keeping 
their students focused on the topic and con-
tents being discussed.  To do that, it is useful 
to make use of criteria to evaluate posts, such 
as categories as suggested by Tenório, Ferrari 
Júnior, and Tenório (2015). Advantages of 
this approach include speed and even the 
ability to automate the evaluation process. 

When peers interact, their shared lingo 
makes it easier for them to understand a given 
content. Upon studying how students learn 
scienti� c concepts, author Wellings (2003) 
believes the closer these concepts are to oth-
ers students already master, the easier it is for 
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the students to secure meaningful learning. 
Ausubel, Novak, and Hanesian (1980) believe 
learning is meaningful when it is long-lasting, 
sets up relationships between concepts, and 
therefore becomes useful in students’ lives. 
� is fact is seen in professors’ everyday rou-
tine, whether on campus or in a DE environ-
ment. When the language is understood by 
students, it facilitates communication, interac-
tivity and, consequently, learning. 

Instructional Designers (ID) are impor-
tant VLE professionals. � ey are the ones 
that get the media to � t the program’s con-
tents.  � ey de� ne what forums will be set 
up, when they will be used, and what goals 
are to be achieved. Silva et al. (2014) say IDs 
plan, organize, and de� ne DE program evalu-
ation tools. � e ID-planned work is carried 
out through the actors’ routine work. � e tu-
tor opens the forums following the criteria set 
by the ID. � en, the tutor invites students to 
join the conversation on the forum. Next, the 
tutor monitors the posts, mediates, makes in-
terventions, and provides the feedback neces-
sary for keeping the forum working.

5. METHODOLOGY

Methodology is the path taken to reach 
some goal. Research is aimed at fresh knowl-
edge and to achieve that it must follow a 
methodology and use some technique to, for 
instance, collect data and analyze and inter-
pret them. Lakatos and Marconi (2010) and 
Demo (2013) say that social research is the 
one looking into people or groups in which 
interaction occurs, or interactivity in the case 
of virtual environments.

In this study, we used a qualitative meth-
odology in an e� ort to solve a problem we 
detected among students in a technology 
program, namely their little participation in 
forums.  � e form of research was created 
by � iollent and is called action research. 
According to Nunes and Infante (1996), 
Baldissera (2001), Franco (2005), � iollent 

(2008), Souza et al. (2009), Koerich et al. 
(2009), and Tanajura and Bezerra (2015), ac-
tion research us a type of qualitative social 
study that combines theory and practice to 
solve a problem found in a social group and 
which may allow for the researcher’s partici-
pation and involvement.

Action research is primarily aimed at 
solving workplace issues. However, it has also 
proved useful in educational environments. 
Tripp (2005), Mello (2009), and Ludke and 
Andre (2013) believe education action research 
is a strategy for developing teachers and re-
searchers in a way that they use their studies to 
improve their teaching and students’ learning.

� e strategy of action research in schools 
becomes interesting once we consider that 
every teacher is a researcher of their work-
ing conditions in the classroom, teaching and 
learning processes, and the school.

Back when forum participation was 
low, such participation was not graded on.  
Considering ethical issues and at the subjects’ 
request, we will not be mentioning names 
or locations.

� e work group comprised 52 freshmen. 
� e study was conducted involving all cours-
es in their � rst term. Semi-structured inter-
views were conducted as suggested by Gil 
(2010), and our study corpus was limited to 
45 statements in which we found regularities. 

� is study is meant to contribute to dis-
tance education schools and professionals in-
volved in this important for of education by 
showing it is possible to solve forum partici-
pation issues without costs and in a way that 
improves learning.

6. ACTION RESEARCH AND DIS-
CUSSIONS

In 2016 at a private school located in the 
southeast, undergraduate students in a DE 
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computer science Technology program had 
been participating very little in forums from 
the beginning. Student participation was im-
portant to ensure active learning took place 
in all courses.  It just so happens that students 
were not required to participate in the forum, 
which was not graded on.

� e issue was brought up when the stu-
dents turned up for their � rst on-campus 
class, and the very students suggested that 
forums be graded on and that there should be 
evaluation criteria. 

� e tutors asked to meet with the coor-
dinators and other members of the school’s 
DE team. Considering everyone was in at-
tendance, all of them contributed ideas once 
the problems mentioned by the students had 
been described. 

Based on the proposals put forward, the 
meeting minutes were drawn up and later on 
this document was submitted to the program’s 
Structuring Faculty (NDE, in Portuguese) for 
their appreciation. At a meeting, the NDE 
set the criteria for forum participation in all 
courses, which included grading it and in-
cluding said grade in the students’ � nal scores 
in the courses. 

� e new format was taken by the pro-
gram coordinator, who was also the NDE 
coordinator and coordinator of the program’s 
faculty, which included all of the program’s 
professors and tutors. � e aforementioned 
criteria were similar to the ones proposed by 
Tenório, Ferrari Júnior, and Tenório (2015), 
according to which criteria tutors would eval-
uate the students’ posts to grade them. 

� e criteria considered the number of 
posts on di� erent days and their quality, 
whether they started a thread or were reply-
ing to a classmate’s post, and whether they 
focused on the topic at hand and contributed 
to the group’s knowledge. Plagiarism was ac-
cepted neither in terms of posts nor outside 

materials, because posts were required to 
be originally authored and it was important 
for students to post their study results, � nd-
ings, and respective opinions, instead of mere 
copying-and-pasting. � e program’s faculty 
approved the criteria. 

� e proposal was approved to be imple-
mented in all of the program’s courses and in-
cluding the following items: a chart of criteria 
considering grades prorated to the number 
of posts and their respective contents: co-
herence, topic-centered, language mistakes, 
and originally authored posting. � e grade 
obtained in forums would be included in 
the students’ � nal course scores. Tutors were 
tasked with commenting on all posts within 
24 hours, which deadline was to be moni-
tored by students. � ey were supposed to 
lodge a complaint in case the professor had 
failed to comment, monitor, or reply by the 
deadline set. Additionally, the system kept 
track of time and allowed coordinators to 
monitor participation.

Below are some statements obtained by 
a tutor of a freshman course and which were 
collected in the last on-campus class in the 
� rst term of 2016. As previously mentioned, 
the answers’ discourse was analyzed accord-
ing to authors Foulcalt (2007) and Mazzola 
(2009). 

Question: How do you feel about the 
changes made to the way of studying and grad-
ing where forums are concerned?

Sample 1: My classmates and I used to 
think forums did not matter because they 
were not graded on. Now, everyone participa-
tes and, as we are able to view our classmates’ 
posts, we learn a lot. 

Comment: We see that the criteria get 
students to realize how meaningful and im-
portant forums are. As they do that regu-
larly and in all courses, students internalize 
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the criteria and how the work is to be done. 
At � rst, said work comes from outside the 
student but gradually becomes a part of 
their learning. � ey then begin to work ac-
cording to such criteria, which are a part of 
the system. � e evaluation system is a par-
ticular case relative to the general systems in 
the General Systems � eory considered by 
O’Brien (2010), Stair and Reynolds (2011), 
and Laudon and Laudon (2015). � is sys-
tem features criteria, form of evaluation, and 
evaluation sites. Tenório, Ferrari Júnior, and 
Tenório (2015) consider it is important to set 
evaluation criteria for forum posts and sug-
gest some of them to improve participation 
and, consequently, the construction of the 
group’s knowledge and enhanced learning. 
� is study’s actors also came to the same un-
derstanding and worked to implement crite-
ria that fostered learning by using the criteria 
related to participation on di� erent days, the 
type of posts (thread-initiating or a reply), 
and whether contents were consistent, fo-
cused on the topic at hand, and contributed 
in any way. We found that once forums were 
conducted like this, students were able to 
learn autonomously because they knew what 
the steering criteria were and understood the 
boundaries within which they could work on 
their own. � e idea of autonomy can be seen 
as be� tting the ideas put forward by Freire 
(2013). As previously mentioned, Freire be-
lieves students must learn autonomously. 
Additionally, it is consistent with the legisla-
tion as, according to Brasil (1998), Decree no. 
2494 of 1998 states that “DE is the manner of 
teaching that allows for self-learning medi-
ated by study resources systematically orga-
nized on di� erent information supports, used 
either separately or combined and provided 
by communication media.” 

� e aforementioned decree says DE en-
ables self-learning and considers the matter 
of the autonomy students must have while 
studying online. Another student autonomy-
related aspect is the issue of collaborative 
work, which encourages student to search for 

information. According to Dockter (2016), 
that happens when the actors get together to 
work focused on a shared problem. 

Sample 2: No one knew the forum was 
important. When our classmates asked for the 
forum to be graded on, we realized there was 
a lot on the forum and began to learn more. 
Now the forum has become a habit and we 
access it every day. We need to be responsible 
about what we post. � at is why we need to 
read the material, see what others have pos-
ted, understand, and then we can consider 
discussing things.

Comment: We believe setting rules is 
very important. � e absence of rules leads to 
an excessive degree of liberty and with that 
the actors (on-campus tutors, ED tutors, and 
students) lose objectivity and sight of what 
is important. In this case, by means of our 
speci� cally education-related action research 
work similar to that considered by authors 
Tripp (2005), Mello (2009), and Ludke and 
Andre (2013) for the education environment, 
we detected the problem and looked for a 
solution in a collaborative manner involving 
the actors. Considering they were all heard, 
we can say they felt part of the education pro-
cess and the program. With that, the students 
became more dedicated to their program and 
began helping one another out more. 

Sample 3: Now we get a kick out of 
looking at the forum. Everybody participa-
tes. We read our classmates’ posts and learn 
what they think about things. � en we have to 
study more, tutors put up with no copy-and-
-paste posting. 

Comment: Participation went up and 
students realized how important the forum 
was in the construction of their collective 
knowledge. We found students took re-
sponsibility for their learning on the course 
forum, as considered by authors Godberg 
(2010), Berbel (2011), Gemignani (2012), 
Barbosa and Moura (2013), Freire (2013), 
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Borges and Alencar (2014), De Deus (2014), 
and Gouvea et al. (2016). � erefore, there was 
active learning.

We asked about the tutor’s opinion on 
the changes made and obtained the following 
answer: 

On-campus tutor

Sample 4: Changes only happened at 
the on-campus class. Before, we had no clear 
view on how we should work on the forum. 
� e criteria have made the way we work and 
evaluate more transparent.

Comment: We found the on-campus 
tutor takes part in the students’ on-campus 
classes and that he was also a� ected by the 
setting of criteria and their use in the edu-
cation process in all courses. Evidence leads 
us to believe that this way of working has 
brought bene� ts for this group and tutors as 
well, who now more clearly see the way they 
are supposed to work. 

� e clari� cation of concepts according 
to Ausubel, Novak, and Hanesiam (1980) is 
found in their meaningful learning theory. 
In this case, we � nd that tutors also learn, 
which is consistent with what Freire (2013) 
advances when he says that those who teach 
learn as they teach. 

Continued learning becomes an in-
centive for tutors to feel more highly ap-
preciated as well and improves their train-
ing. Therefore, we can say such learning 
also fosters improvements to education 
processes. According to author Campos 
(2008), incentives are external and mo-
tivation comes from within students as a 
response to the incentives. 

DE tutor:

Sample 5: � e forum was changed a� er 
a group complained they were not really sure 
what it was for. Now I have to participate more 
o� en and am also evaluated by the coordina-
tor. I have 24 hours to reply to students’ messa-
ges, comment on them, and show them there is 
monitoring going on. Students know all messa-
ges are read. � is way of working has brought 
students and professors closer together. We tra-
de students‘ participation for grades. 

Comment: � e DE tutor, who was pre-
viously trying to encourage student partici-
pation under the former model, draws on 
her professional experience and, based on 
it, believes students are still mostly driven 
by scores. To her, grading on the forum was 
the decisive factor for the success in student 
participation. We believe this factor may 
have contributed along with other factors. 
Nevertheless, all those factors must be prop-
erly worked on otherwise, grade or no grade, 
there will be no student participation. 

From the data analyzed, we found that 
everyone participated actively. � ey proved 
participatory, collaborative, and evidence 
leads us to believe the actors built social or 
collective knowledge within them. 

� is paper helps schools working with DE 
by showing it is possible to overcome many 
problems by means of action research, and 
that this type of methodology empowers tutors 
who then become seen as researchers of their 
work environment, be it on campus or virtual.

6. FINAL CONSIDERATIONS

Before this study was conducted, forum 
participation was minimal in courses of a 
technology program in the � eld of infor-
mation. � at was believed to be par for the 
course consideringt there were papers such as 
those by Risemberg, Shitsuka, and Shitsuka 
(2016) describing a case in which students 
in a technology program interacted less than 
those in programs related to the � elds of 
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humanities and applied social sciences, pro-
grams which were not only longer but also 
more thought-provoking. 

At the on-campus class, the students 
made a complaint and our participatory 
action research led to criteria being set to 
evaluate forum participants as well as assess 
their participation according to the criteria. 
� e criteria followed the model presented by 
Tenório, Ferrari Júnior, and Tenório (2015). 

� is paper is part of a line of research 
which studies the changes made to forum-
based work, where we found in a qualitative 
manner that adopting forum evaluation cri-
teria is important. 

� rough our action research work, we 
put together a joint proposal for the forum to 
be evaluated, for student participation evalu-
ation criteria to be set, for forum grades to 
be considered in course � nal scores, and for 
tutors to monitor messages daily and reply 
to them within 24 hours so as to make stu-
dents feel less lonely or resentful no one was 
reading their posts.  Such conditions were ap-
proved by the program’s collegiate bodies as 
they considered an active teaching and learn-
ing methodology would be in place. � ere 
was also the action research that supported 
these decisions.

We found that the communication pro-
cess in the participatory action research got 
tutors, students, and the DE team to become 
involved in looking for a solution that was ob-
tained once it was submitted to the program’s 
collegiate bodies. With that, everyone helped 
� nd a solution for the problem of improving 
the program and the learning therein, which 
led to the satisfaction of those involved and 
they all learned through that, not only the 
students but also the instructors, as Freire 
(2013) teaches us.

We suggest that future studies should 
evaluate the impact from the use of forum 

evaluation criteria on the school’s other DE 
classes and programs.
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