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ABSTRACT

Participation in online learning environments, especially in asynchronous discussions, is a crucial component for student
engagement in online learning. Learner motivation is associated with student success in the online learning environment. Intrinsic
motivation, doing something because it is enjoyable or interesting, is associated with participation in discussion topic choices.
External demands, both work and personal, can also affect a student’s intrinsic motivation through altering their control. The
purpose of this study was to examine the relationships between motivating factors and student participation in online asynchronous
discussions. Post-licensure undergraduate (RN-BSN/RN-MSN) and graduate (MSN) students (N = 350) were distributed an
online anonymous survey consisting of ten questions. A response rate of 20% (N = 69) was achieved, with 49% MSN (graduate)
students (n = 33) and 51% RN-BSN/RN-MSN (undergraduate) students (n = 36), participating in the survey. Seventy-nine percent
of students were employed full-time. Graduate students (65%) and undergraduate students (49%) felt that their motivation to
participate in discussions was related to their employment status. Seventy-nine percent of MSN students and 63% of undergraduate
students reported that the current demands in their life affected their motivation to participate in online discussions. The majority
of students felt that instructor participation in the discussion had no effect on their motivation to participate. When classified into
undergraduate and graduate groups, graduate nursing students preferred a choice of discussion topics in which to participate (χ2

= 10.851, p = .004). Providing students with discussion topic choices is associated with intrinsic motivation and increased online
discussion participation.
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1. INTRODUCTION

The shortage of registered nurses in the United States (US)
continues to plague the healthcare system. This trend is ex-
pected to remain an issue for at least the next decade.[1] In
response to this shortage, the US has seen an increase in
enrollment in entry-level baccalaureate nursing programs,
as well as, registered nurse (RN) to Bachelor of Science in
Nursing (BSN) (RN-BSN) programs, and master’s and doc-
toral degree programs.[2] A growing number of these nursing

degree programs are shifting to the online degree program
format. Students are often drawn to online degree programs
due to ease of accessibility and flexible scheduling.[3] Flex-
ible scheduling is essential for practicing RNs returning to
school to pursue higher degrees, such as the RN-BSN degree
and master’s degree, due to work and family demands.

Online degree programs, while convenient, pose unique chal-
lenges for both students and faculty. According to data from
the National Survey of Student Engagement (NSSE) 2013
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report, students enrolled in completely online programs were
not as engaged in collaborative learning as those students
who were in enrolled in traditional or blended degree pro-
grams.[4] Students enrolled in fully online degree programs
need to be organized, have effective time management skills,
and be self-motivated.[3] Faculty teaching in fully online
programs must acknowledge the unique challenges related
to student engagement and then cultivate an online learning
environment that promotes meaningful dialogue with faculty
and students.

Asynchronous discussion is a commonly used tool for engag-
ing students in the online learning environment.[5] Regard-
ing asynchronous discussions,[6] states that students’ choice
is a key element in the acquisition of knowledge through
discussion. Chan et al. assert that students who are more
motivated demonstrate more engagement in asynchronous
discussions.[5]

There is robust literature on student motivation to participate
in online discussions.[6–10] However, few studies have exam-
ined online nursing students and asynchronous discussion
participation. This study sought to examine the relationships
between motivational factors and student participation in
online asynchronous discussions.

1.1 Literature review
1.1.1 Motivation
Learner motivation is vital to the learners’ success in an
online learning environment and has reliably been linked
to successful learning.[11, 12] Educator knowledge regard-
ing students’ motivation to participate in course activities
is especially important, particularly in the online learning
environment.[12] Furthermore, educator knowledge regard-
ing student motivation is key to the development of effective
instructional experiences.[13]

Motivation has historically been categorized as either intrin-
sic or extrinsic. Intrinsic motivation refers to doing some-
thing because it is of interest to the person or is rewarding
to the person.[14] Conversely, extrinsic motivation refers
to a person doing something because of external rewards
(e.g., grades, special privileges).[15, 16] Students who feel in
control, or that they have a choice, tend to be intrinsically mo-
tivated. The level of intrinsic motivation is undermined when
a student feels inhibited by external factors.[17, 18] Intrin-
sic motivation, in particular, has been found to be a critical
component in student participation in asynchronous online
discussions.[19] However, the nursing student is often lim-
ited in participation by external motivational factors, such as
work and family demands.

A literature search of nursing students’ motivation resulted in

a limited amount of research. The majority of the research in-
volved motivation for choosing nursing as a career,[20–22] tra-
ditional and nontraditional nursing student differences,[23, 24]

and motivating factors for nurses related to continuing ed-
ucation.[25, 26] While the literature regarding motivation of
nursing students to participate in online discussions is sparse,
there is literature to support the general use of online dis-
cussions within the nursing student population. Hudson[27]

found that the incorporation of an online discussion board
in a face-to-face nursing course improved overall student
success in those students who participated fully. In addition,
Campbell, Gibson, Hall, Richards, and Callery[28] found that
nursing students who participated in an online discussion
were equally successful when compared to nursing students
in a traditional face-to-face discussion. Additional research is
needed to explore motivational factors in the online nursing
student population and how they influence the achievement
of academic outcomes.

1.1.2 Choice
The online learning environment has created the need to
shift from the long established teacher-centered instruction
approach to a learner-centered instruction approach. In a
learner-centered instruction approach the educator is encour-
aged to support and assist learning as opposed to dictating
what students should do.[29] Learner-centered teaching “is
achieved as the teacher assumes the role of facilitator and
the students begin to direct their own learning through in-
teraction, discussion, and collaboration with the teacher and
classmates.”[30]

One aspect to consider when adopting the learner-centered
approach is allowing students the opportunity to choose the
assignment in which they will participate. Cunnin, Macpher-
son, and Matteoni found that a student’s willingness to par-
ticipate in an online forum was directly linked to their ability
to choose what discussion threads they write and read.[31]

Lin and Overbaugh also propose providing options for online
discussions.[32] Chan et al. found that students’ decision to
participate in an online discussion was positively impacted by
their ability to choose from a variety of discussion topics.[5]

Furthermore, Chan et al. found that there was a positive cor-
relation between discussion topic choice and student effort
and performance.[5] Brooks and Young assert that offering
students choices in a classroom may enhance their feelings
of self-determination and intrinsic motivation to participate
in class activities.[33] Permitting students to choose from a
variety of discussion topics allows students the opportunity
to discuss, research, and debate on a topic of genuine interest
which in turn enhances the learning process.[5, 34, 35] Addi-
tional research is needed to explore discussion topic choice
in the nursing student population to determine how or if it
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impacts participation in online discussions.

1.2 Purpose
The purpose of this research was to examine the relation-
ships between motivating factors and student participation in
online asynchronous discussions.

2. METHODS
2.1 Sample
Eligible participants in this study included all online nursing
students enrolled in an online nursing course with required
asynchronous discussions. Data collection occurred during
fall 2017 and spring 2018 semester. A total of 191 graduate
and 159 undergraduate students were invited to participate.
An overall survey response rate of 20% was achieved (N =
69); the final sample consisted of 34 graduate and 35 under-
graduate students. The response rate for graduate students
was 18% and for undergraduate students 22%. Table 1 lists
sample characteristics.

Table 1. Sample characteristics
 

 

Demographic  Percentage Total (N)  

Gender    

  Female  95.59% 65 

  Male  4.41% 3 

Race/Ethnicity    

  African American or Black 13.24% 9 

  Caucasian or White  83.82% 57 

  Hispanic or Latino  1.47% 1 

  Native American or American Indian 1.47% 1 

Program Enrolled    

  RN-BSN 30.43% 21 

  RN-MSN 20.29% 14 

  MSN 19.28% 34 

English as First Language    

  Yes 97.06% 66 

  No 2.94% 2  

Employment Status   

  Full-time 79.71% 55 

  Part-time 15.94% 11 

  Unemployed  4.35% 3  

 

2.2 Design
Quantitative, descriptive research was utilized to determine
the relationships between motivating factors and student par-
ticipation in asynchronous online discussions. Prior to con-
ducting the research and after Institutional Review Board
approval, researchers discussed the study with individual
course leaders of courses that required asynchronous discus-
sions. Once approval to assist in the research was obtained,
course leaders were provided a standardized email to send

out to all enrolled students in the courses that required asyn-
chronous discussions (RN-BSN, RN-MSN, and MSN). The
email initially explained the research study to the enrolled
students and contained an electronic informed consent as
well as a link to a confidential survey. If students agreed to
participate, the survey provided consisted of 10 questions that
could take up to five minutes to complete. An initial email
was sent to students at or around mid-term of the semester
followed by a reminder email approximately two (2) weeks
later. The survey was closed at the end of the semester.

The 10-question survey included five (5) demographic ques-
tions, four (4) questions related to factors that affected moti-
vation to participate in online discussions, and one (1) final
question regarding discussion topic choice (assigned by in-
structor vs topics from which to choose from).

3. RESULTS
The final sample consisted of 34 graduate and 35 under-
graduate students (N = 69). When comparing the groups
regarding employment status the results were similar, with
79% of graduate students and 80% of undergraduate students
employed full-time. Fewer undergraduate students (49%)
indicated that employment status affected their motivation
to participate in online discussions when compared to their
graduate counterparts (65%). Similarly, sixty-three percent
of undergraduate students reported that the current demands
in their life affected their motivation to participate in online
discussions, while 79% of graduate students reported the
same. When asked what affected their motivation to partici-
pate in online discussions the most, the results were similar
with 38% of undergraduate and 32% of graduate students
indicating that the preference of discussion topic affected
their motivation, 53% of undergraduate students and 62%
of graduate students stated that other life demands affected
their motivation, and 9% of undergraduate students and 6%
of graduate students indicated that nothing affected their mo-
tivation to participate in online discussions. Interestingly,
a higher percentage of graduate - students (88%) indicated
they preferred a number of discussion topics to choose from
when compared to their undergraduate counterparts (60%).
Regarding the same question (discussion topic preference),
no graduate students indicated they wanted discussion topics
assigned by the instructor while 29% of undergraduate stu-
dents indicated they preferred a topic to be assigned. Finally,
students were asked if instructor participation affected their
motivation to participate in an online discussion. The results
were similar, with 65% of undergraduate students, and 71%
of graduate students reporting that instructor participation
did not affect their motivation to participate. Table 2 lists
results of motivation questions.
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Table 2. Results of motivation questions
 

 

Question Undergraduate (n = 35) Graduate (n = 34) 

My employment status affects my motivation 
to participate in online discussions. 

True 17 (49%) 
False 18 (51%) 

True 22 (65%) 
False 12 (35%) 

The current demands in my personal life affect 
my motivation to participate in online 
discussions. 

True 22 (63%) 
False 13 (37%) 

True 27 (79%) 
False 7 (21%) 

My motivation to participate in an online 
discussion is most affected by: 

Preference of topic 13 (38%) 
Life demands 18 (53%) 
Nothing 3 (9%) 

Preference of topic 11 (32%) 
Life demands 21 (62%) 
Nothing 1 (6%) 

Please specify your discussion preference: 

Discussion topic assigned by instructor 
10 (29%) 
Number of discussion topics from which 
to choose 21 (60%) 
No preference 4 (11%) 

Discussion topic assigned by instructor 
0 (0%) 
Number of discussion topics from 
which to choose 30 (88%) 
No preference 4 (12%) 

I am more motivated to participate in a 
discussion when my instructor participates. 

Yes 12 (35%) 
No 22 (65%) 

Yes 10 (29%) 
No 24 (71%) 

 

Pearson chi-square was conducted to determine if relation-
ships existed between undergraduate and graduate students
regarding motivation to participate in online asynchronous
discussions. Graduate students preferred to choose their own
topic (χ2 = 10.839, p = .001) significantly more than under-

graduate students. There were no differences in undergradu-
ate and graduate students regarding other motivating factors
such as employment status, personal demands, or instructor
participation. Table 3 reports results for each relationship.

Table 3. Undergraduate and graduate student participation in online asynchronous discussions
 

 

Question χ2 p 

My employment status affects my motivation to participate in online discussions. .833 .361 

The current demands in my personal life affect my motivation to participate in online discussions. 2.541 .111 

My motivation to participate in an online discussion is most affected by: preference; life demands; nothing .633 .729 

Please specify your discussion preference. (assigned by instructor; prefer topics to choose from) 10.839 .001 

I am more motivated to participate in a discussion when my instructor participates. .01 .920 

 

4. DISCUSSION

Graduate students prefer choice significantly more than un-
dergraduate students. Graduate student work is associated
with a higher level of scholarship and synthesis of learning;
thus the graduate student may regard choice of discussion
topics as a higher level of independent learning. This finding
is consistent with previous studies.[5, 34, 35] There were no
significant differences between graduate and undergraduate
students regarding the impact in which employment status
or family demands affects discussion participation. How-
ever, almost half of undergraduate (49%) and two-thirds of
graduate (65%) students reported that employment status
affected their participation in discussions. Furthermore, 63%
of undergraduate and 79% of graduate students reported that
family demands affected their participation in online dis-
cussions. So although there was not a statistical difference,
employment and family demands seriously impact student

motivation to participate in online discussions.

Limitations

The limitations to this study must be recognized. First, the
sample size was small (N= 69), although the number of un-
dergraduate and graduate students was almost equal. The
sample was mostly female (n = 65), white (n = 57), and
employed full time (n = 55), so generalizability to the online
student’s discussion preferences is limited. It is likely that
the majority of this sample represents the Southeastern states,
and would not be generalizable to online students from differ-
ent areas of the US. The response rate (20%) is acceptable for
a convenience sample, yet still a small response rate. Finally,
the data collection occurred over two semesters; it is possible
that results would have been more generalizable if data were
collected for a longer period of time.
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5. CONCLUSION

Online undergraduate (RN-BSN; RN-MSN) and graduate
nursing degrees are increasingly popular due to the flexibility
of the online schedule and the desire of the student to further
their nursing career. The same intrinsic and extrinsic moti-
vational factors that convince the student to further his/her
nursing education should be considered when developing
learning opportunities in the online nursing curriculum. Con-
sequently, those same motivating factors (work and family
demands) may be barriers to student participation. The large
numbers of online nursing students places serious demands
on the limited nursing faculty throughout the country. Faculty

should work smarter and not harder to produce constructive
online learning opportunities for students. Asynchronous dis-
cussions should involve student choice of discussion topics,
thus supporting student-driven learning, student engagement
in the online learning environment, and a richer, deeper dis-
cussion of the course concepts. Further research should
include more investigation into online student’s motivation
with larger sample sizes representing the US in multiple
undergraduate (RN-BSN; RN-MSN) and graduate online
programs.
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