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Abstract

Online forums represent one type of social media that is particularly rich for studying human behavior in information seeking and
diffusing.The aim of the paper is to develop a robust interaction platform for students and lecturers in tertiary institution(Gombe
State University was used as case study) with the goal of bridging the communication gap between lecturers and student outside
the class room setting that will include facilities like instant messaging, file sharing, notifications, requesting and adding of
friends to ones friends list and discussion forum. To achieve this, fact finding techniques using interview and research materials
was used. Object Oriented Analysis and Design was used as a methodology to develop the system. The software model was
implemented using php and mysql database. The system was successfully developed and it provides faster and accurate ways of
processing, storing and retrieving of information efficiently.
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1. INTRODUCTION

In ancient times, learning networks occurred within one’s immediate family, community, and tribe. Today our learning networks
are more tentative and diffuse. We join schools, places of work, and extended family that are diverse, distributed, and without the
strong, longstanding ties characteristics of traditional learning networks. Often the groups we join interact via technology;
participant may be mere acquaintances, or even strangers. In matters as vital as learning, upgrading new skills, or making sense
of information in everyday life, we find ourselves a part of many networks that are, in essence, new organizational form not the
tried and true settings of our olden day (Anne-Laure et al, 2013; Dina & Nayer, 2011)

With the advent of the internet and the World Wide Web, the potential for reaching learners around the world has greatly
increased and today’s online learning offers rich educational resources in multiple media and the capability to both real-time and
asynchronous communication between instructors and learners. Instant messaging, file sharing and forums has become popular
because of its potential for providing more flexible access to content and instructions at any time, from any place according to
Robert & et al , 2010 and Rose & Smith (2007).

Information technology (IT) as an agent of renovation has affected every aspect of our lives and education is not left out.
Advance technology available today can play a crucial role in streamlining education-related process to prove solidarity among
student, lecturers and staff of a higher institution (Martin, 2009). The process of discussion is a critical dimension in learning
process. Moreover, the learning experience itself has been shown to be enhanced through the regular participation in discussion.
Whether these discussion take place in a traditional class room or through online teaching using electronic means, their
importance is integral to both learner achievement and learner satisfaction[5]. Because of the development of faster computers,
improved telecommunication networks, and the development of readily accessible software, the availability of courses and
programs through online teaching has been growing exponentially (Garrison, 2007; Sumit et al, 2014).

This proposed online academic forum is a web based online application designed for instant messaging, file sharing, activity log

and forums with different topics. This system will ease the burden of face-to-face interaction, problems related to certain courses
and distance file sharing by providing a more user friendly platform to achieve that.
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1.1 Aim and Objectives

The aim of this project is to develop a an online academic forum to facilitate communication, sharing and robust interaction. The
proposed system has the following objectives:
i. Providing an online expert help as a substitute or alternative to face-to-face help.
ii. To provide storage, retrieval and updating of information efficiently.
iii. To enable file sharing between student and lecturers easily.
iv. Facilitating instant messaging platform between student and lecturers.
v. To enable adding of friends to your friends list for easy access and chatting.
vi. To provide forum with various threads (Topics).
vii. To provide shelves that provides a list of books uploaded by a user which can be available for reading and download.
viii. To provide room for giving assignment and uploading of scores by lecturers.

1.2 Overview of an Online Academic Forum

An Internet forum is a place on the Internet for trading ideas or information. An Internet forum allows many people to chime in
about their particular experiences, information, tips, tricks, etc. There are many computer forums out there which, if you have a
problem with your computer, you can look up that problem and you might find people who have been talking about that exact
problem and how they are trying to solve it and potential solutions. A forum is an online communication between multiple users,
generally through text-style communication. When the Internet came around, it made it much easier for people to find specific
forums, specific bulletin board sites (Garrison, 2007).

An Internet forum is an online discussion site where people can hold conversations in the form of posted messages (Adebiyi &
Ogunlade, 2011). They differ from chat rooms in that messages are at least temporarily archived. Also, depending on the access
level of a user or the forum set-up, a posted message might need to be approved by a moderator before it becomes visible. A
discussion forum is hierarchical or tree-like in structure: a forum can contain a number of sub forums, each of which may have
several topics. Within a forum's topic, each new discussion started is called a thread, and can be replied to by as many people as
wish to.

Administrator

The administrator manages the technical details required for running a site. Administrators often also act as moderators.
Administrators may also make forum-wide announcements, or change the appearance (known as the skin) of a forum (Garrison,
2007).

Users

According to (Anne-Laure et al, 2013), the success of any forum depends greatly on thoughtful participation of it users. Internally,
most forums organize visitors and logged in members into user groups. Privileges and rights are given based on these groups. A
user of the forum can automatically be promoted to a more privileged user group based on criteria set by the administrator.

Thread

A thread (sometimes called a topic) is a collection of posts, usually displayed from oldest to latest, although this is typically
configurable. Threads with a large number of posts have more contribution in the performance evaluation compared with those
with a small number of posts.

Post

A post is a user submitted message enclosed into a block containing the user's details and the date and time it was submitted.
Members are usually allowed to edit or delete their own posts. Forums are considered a rich repository for mining task, which
usually contain hundreds of threads which in turn consist of hundreds or even thousands of Posts. Posts are therefore contained in
thread, where they appear as boxes one after another. The first post that start the thread may be called the TS (thread starter) or
OP (original post).

Private Message

A private message, or is a message sent in private from a member to one or more other members. private messaging uses almost
nearly synchronous text chats that allows two individuals to communicate in real time. Private messages are generally termed as
personal conversations.

Spamming

Forum spamming is a breach of forum rules where users repeat the same word or phrase over and over, but differs from multiple
posting in that spamming is usually a wilful act that sometimes has malicious intent.
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2. RELATED WORKS

MyUnisa This is an online academic forum developed by Sello Mokoena College of Education Department of Educational
Leadership and Management University of South Africa. He developed a site called myUnisa, a web-based system for academic
collaboration and study-related interaction. The system has been developed to supplement and enhance academic interaction and
improve communication between the university and its students as well as to provide opportunities for engagement among
students. It provides a discussion forum site for every module offered at Unisa which are classified as ‘flat’ discussion and a
‘threaded’ discussion.

A flat discussion is one where the site participants (lecturers and students) can post replies to the main topic only whereas a
threaded discussion allows the site participants to reply to the topic and to postings from other participants, a participant must be
a registered student for the current academic year to gain access to myUnisa. A lecturer can ‘talk’ with students, and students can
‘talk’ to one another. The site functionalities includes Discussion forums, assignment, announcement, class list, study group and
prescribe book. However, the site does not support private messaging between student and lecturers and vice versa to enable
getting direct help from professionals. Help is limited to only topics created by lecturers in the forum thereby denying student
access to help from topics not created in the forum (Sello, 2013).

Talk2me is a Social Networking Site with a networked Library and Conference Chat developed by Adebiyi Marion and
Ogunlade Omotayo Department of Computer and Information Sciences Covenant University, Ota, Ogun State. Talk2me is a web
application which serve as a social networking Site (SOS) with a conference chat and a networked library. The project majorly
focuses on conference chat and networked library. This application provides basic functions of a social networking site which
includes blogging, commenting, uploading of pictures, sending of messages, and creation of profiles. Users signed up on this
application, automatically have a unique library which can be customized and networked to other users. The main idea behind the
library is to enable people especially students to have a resource sharing center. This Social networking site allows users to share
ideas, activities, events, information and interests within their individual networks. talk2me allows a user to send instant
messages to more than one user at a time. The library would enable talk2me user upload and save documents which can include
lecture notes, articles, publications, letters, textbooks and other e-books. The library would only support files in (.doc) and (.pdf)
extensions. Friends of a particular user can download books or documents from their library. A user can also send a particular
book to another friend (Adebiyi & Ogunlade, 2011).

3. METHODOLOGY

The methodology used to develop the Online Academic Forum Software is Object Oriented Analysis and Design (OOAD)
(Younsang et al, 2006).
The software tools used in designing the website
i Macromedia Dreamweaver CS6: Macromedia dream weaver is a HTML (Hypertext Markup Language) editor used
in creating the web pages for this software. Macromedia Dreamweaver has been one of the most widely used web site
design program for many years. Combining sophisticated design tool with an easy-to-use interface.

ii. Macromedia Flash 8: Macromedia Flash is one of the tools used in design the animations of this software. It uses
visual tools to create animations, such as rollovers without having to learn code.
ii. Macromedia Fireworks MX: Macromedia Fireworks is also one of the tools used in designing the web graphics of

this software. It also uses visual tools to create professional quality web graphics such as pop-up menus and banners.

3.1 Resources for System Development

(a) Hypertext Markup language (HTML): Hypertext markup language is a markup language used in creating the site
web documents and links.

(b) PHP: PHP is an open source, reflective programming language. Originally designed as a high level scripting language
for producing dynamic web pages, PHP is used mainly in server-side application software but can be executed from a
command line interface or a standalone GUIL. It is the fifth most popular programming language in use today. PHP
generally runs on a web server, (Server-side Scripting) taking PHP code as its input and creating web pages as output.

(c) Mysql: Mysql is an open source relational database management system. It is based on the structured query language It
has a consistent fast performance, high reliability and ease of use.

(d) JavaScript: It is a scripting language used to enable programmatic access to objects within other applications. It is
primarily used in the form of client-side JavaScript for the development of dynamic website.
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4. SYSTEM DESIGN
System design is the act of defining the mode of interaction between the components that make up a system.

4.1 Use Case Diagram

A use case is a set of activities that produce some output result. It describes how the system reacts to an event that triggers the
system. It trigger event that causes the use case to be executed. Event driven modeling everything in the system is a response to
some triggering event. The Use case diagram for the Academic Forum is depicted below in figure 1 and figure 2 showing the
actors (Student, Lecturers and Admin).
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Figure 1: Use Case Diagram for Lecturer and Admin
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Figure 2: Use Case Diagram for Student
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Figure 3 Structure of the system (Showing how the pages are connected)
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Fig. 4 : Activity Diagram (Start)
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4.1 Database Design
The new system will be database driven rather than using file processing. The database will be implemented with MySQL, and
hosted locally. In other words, the system that hosts the site will be a local server during the development. The database is
designed in such a way that data are bounded to the database for the purpose of student's registration, message board activities,
forums threads records, books records and all messaging conversations between the forum members. All student and lecturers

bio-data are recorded or stored in the database engine as well.

4.2 DatabaseTables Structure

Computing, Information Systems, Development Informatics & Allied Research Journal
Vol. 7 No. 3, September, 2016 - www.cisdijournal.net

Table 1: Forum Section

S/N Field Type Key Description

1 Id Int(11) Yes Forum section ID

2 Title Varchar(100) No Forum Title

3 Ordered Int(10) No Order to Display Forum Title

Table 2: Forum Post

S/N Field Type Key Description

1 Id Int(11) Yes Forum post id

2 post_author Varchar(80) No Post author Name

3 post_author_id Int(10) No Post author id

4 date_time DateTime No Date post is made

5 Type Enum('a’,'b") No Post type, ‘a’ for original post and ‘b’ for subsequent
post

6 section_title Varchar(200) No post Section title

7 section_id Int(11) No Post section id

8 thread_title Varchar(200) No Post thread title

9 post_body Text No Post body

Table 3: my members

S/N Field Type Key Description

1 id int(11) Yes Member id

2 Username Varchar(25) No Member Username

3 Password varchar(255) No Member Password

4 Firstname varchar(255) No Member first name

5 Lastname varchar(255) No Member last name

6 Gender enum('m','f") No Member gender

7 Birthday Date No Member birth date

8 Phone varchar(15) No Member phone

9 State varchar(255) No Member state of origin

10 Lga varchar(255) No Member lga of origin

11 Email varchar(255) No Member Email address

12 Programme varchar(30) No Member program of study

13 Level varchar(4) No Member level

14 Qualification varchar(30) No Member qualification

15 sign_up_date Date No Member registration date

16 bio_body Text No Member biodata

17 friend_array Text No Member friends list

18 account_type enum('a','b','c") No Member account type

19 email_activated enum('0','1") No Member email activation
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Table 5: Private Message

S/N Field Type Key Description
1 Id int(11) Yes Message id
2 to_id int(11) No Recipient id
3 from_id int(11) No Sender id
4 time_sent Datetime No Time the message is sent
5 Subject varchar(255) No Message subject
6 Message Text No Message content
7 Opened enum('0','1") No Status ‘0’ for unread and ‘1’ for read
8 recipientDelete enum('0,'1") No Recipient delete
9 senderDelete enum('0','1") No Sender delete
Table 6: Files
S/N Field Type Key Description
1 Id int(11) Yes File id
2 mem_id int(11) No Member id
3 Name varchar(200) No File name
4 Description varchar(255) No File description
5 Cover varchar(200) No File cover photo
6 Type varchar(30) No File type
7 Size int(11) No File size
Table 7: Submissions
S/N Field Type Key Description
1 Ass_id int(11) Yes Assignment id
2 Reg_no varchar(15) No Student registration number
3 Level int(5) No Student level
4 Ans Longtext No Assignment answer
5 Cos_code varchar(8) No Course code
6 Cos_title varchar(100) No Course title
Table 8: Marks
S/N Field Type Key Description
1 Reg_no int(15) Yes Student registration number
2 Cos_code varchar(7) No Course code
3 Cos_title int(250) No Course title
4 Scores Int(10) No Scores
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ANV
Gombe State University
Online Academic Forum
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Email: UG11SCCS1049
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¥ Remember Me

| SignIn |

Forgot your password? Click Here

Need an Account? Click Here

Copyright @2015 All Rights Reserved

Figure 5: Login page
5. FUTURE WORK

Further research as regards this paper considering the fact that most student and lectures in tertiary institution uses mobile
devices with high computing facilities(smart phones), creating a mobile app as platform for communication should be
considered.

6. CONCLUSION

This application will majorly serve as a resource centre to Students and lecturers. The advantage of this application is that
students and lecturers can share and knowledge. By sharing information and knowledge with one another, each research group
will create there topic of discussion to deliberate on, this will facilitate efficient and flexible ways of learning which is not
possible within a self-contained hierarchical organization.

The forum is designed for lecturers and students as a communication tool. Because many students are conversant with social
networking sites, which make lecturers to now interact better with their students by uploading their lectures notes and also have a
chance to respond to student’s issues and provide relevant links to get an optimal solution for a given problem. Lecturers can use
this application to extend classroom discussion by posting assignments, tests and quizzes.
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