
Huang, K., & Law, V. (2022). Help Seeking from Peers in an Online Class: Roles of Students’ Help-seeking Profiles and 

Epistemic Beliefs. Educational Technology & Society, 25 (3), 1-14.   

1 
ISSN 1436-4522 (online) and 1176-3647 (print). This article of the journal of Educational Technology & Society is available under Creative Commons CC-BY-NC-ND 

3.0 license (https://creativecommons.org/licenses/by-nc-nd/3.0/). For further queries, please contact Journal Editors at ets.editors@gmail.com. 

 

Help Seeking from Peers in an Online Class: Roles of Students’ Help-

seeking Profiles and Epistemic Beliefs 
 

Kun Huang1* and Victor Law2 
1University of Kentucky, USA // 2University of New Mexico, USA // k.huang@uky.edu // vlaw@unm.edu 

*Corresponding author 

 

(Submitted May 14, 2021; Revised October 6, 2021; Accepted October 25, 2021) 

 

ABSTRACT: Help seeking is a self-regulated learning strategy, and peer help is an important form of 

interaction in online education. Yet, students often do not seek help even at the cost of lower performance. To 

understand the factors behind online students’ commitment to peer help, this study implemented a peer-help 

discussion forum in an online course and investigated the relationship among students’ help-seeking profiles, 

epistemic beliefs (EB), and their actual participation in peer help. The findings revealed a significant relationship 

between students’ EB and the number of response posts in the peer-help forum. Moreover, EB moderated the 

relationship between students’ help-seeking profiles and the number of response posts. Theoretical and practical 

implications are drawn from the findings. 
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1. Introduction 
 

Learner interaction is a key mechanism to promote online learning (Garrison et al., 2000). Peer help, a particular 

form of learner interaction, constitutes an important self-regulated learning strategy (Karabenick, 2011; Pintrich 

& DeGroot, 1990) and allows learners to build a knowledge community (Greer et al., 2000). Peer help is 

particularly important in online education where an instructor is not physically available in the classroom to offer 

help. Yet, studies show that online students often do not seek help even at the cost of lower performance 

(Mahasneh et al., 2012). Given the benefits of help seeking (Richardson et al., 2012) and the prevalence of online 

education, it is important to understand the mechanism of online learners’ help seeking in order to facilitate it. In 

a previous study that implemented a peer-help discussion forum in an online course, students perceived the 

forum to be highly helpful and participated far beyond the course requirement (Huang & Law, 2018). As a 

follow-up, the current study sought to understand the factors behind online learners’ commitment to peer help, 

from the perspective of learners’ epistemic beliefs (EB) and their help-seeking profiles such as help-seeking 

attitudes, tendencies, and goals. The findings would help develop a better understanding of online learners’ help 

seeking and offer implications for encouraging online peer help. We start by reviewing relevant literature which 

led to the specific research questions we sought to answer. 

 

 

2. Literature review 
 

2.1. Help seeking 

 

Help seeking is an effective self-regulated learning strategy to overcome academic difficulties (Karabenick, 

2011; Pintrich & DeGroot, 1990). Nelson-Le Gall (1985) delineates five stages of help seeking: awareness of the 

need for help, deciding to seek help, identifying helpers, employing strategies to elicit help, and evaluating help. 

Throughout the stages, various learner-related factors play a role in whether, for what reason, and from whom 

learners seek help (Ryan et al., 2001). For instance, when help seeking threatens their self-esteem, learners may 

choose not to seek help despite the awareness of such a need (Karabenick & Knapp, 1991; Ryan et al., 2001). In 

such instances where learners need but do not seek help, they display a help-seeking avoidance (Ryan & Pintrich, 

1997). Even when they decide to seek help, learners may opt for different sources; some seek formal help from 

teachers, while others turn to fellow students for help (Karabenick, 2003). Further, learners may aim for different 

goals in obtaining help (Nelson-Le Gall, 1985). Those aiming for executive goals count on the help to complete a 

task, e.g., getting a direct answer to a multiple-choice question. On the other hand, those with instrumental goals 

focus on getting just enough assistance to complete a task by themselves; instead of a direct answer, they may 

ask for a hint so that they can find out the answer on their own. Research has studied the relationships among the 

aforementioned learner factors in help seeking. It was found that help-seeking avoidance is negatively correlated 

with instrumental goals while positively correlated with help-seeking threat and executive goals (Karabenick, 

2003; Pajares et al., 2004).  

https://creativecommons.org/licenses/by-nc-nd/3.0/
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Traditionally, help seeking has been studied in the classroom setting. With an increasing role of modern 

technologies in education, researchers have started to examine help seeking in interactive learning environments 

(e.g., Aleven et al., 2003; Roll et al., 2014) and more recently, in online education. The myriad of help sources 

(e.g., instructors, peers, online resources) and channels (e.g., emails, synchronous meetings, discussion boards) 

renders a complex picture of help seeking in online education, which can be different from traditional classroom 

settings. For instance, it was found that online students feel less threatened in seeking help than those in the 

classroom (Kitsantas & Chow, 2007; Qayyum, 2018). Further, while students in classrooms are more likely to 

seek informal help from peers (Karabenick & Knapp, 1991), online students appear to have mixed preferences 

(Mahasneh et al., 2012; Makara & Karabenick, 2013; Qayyum, 2018).  

 

A few research gaps exist in the current literature on help seeking. First, most research to date focuses on 

examining the relationship between learners’ help-seeking profiles and learning outcomes. Richardson et al.’s 

(2012) meta-analysis suggested that help seeking has a small positive correlation with GPA. More recent 

literature further supported the connections between help seeking and academic performance (Martin-Arbos et 

al., 2021; Wu, 2021). A body of research generally highlights the positive effects of instrumental help from 

formal sources (e.g., instructors), as well as the negative effects of help-seeking threat, executive help seeking, 

and avoidance tendency (Karabenick, 2003; Kitsantas & Chow, 2007; Ryan & Pintrich, 1997; Schenke et al., 

2015). What is less known is the connection between learners’ help-seeking profiles and their engagement in 

help seeking, e.g., learners’ behaviors in seeking help. Second, most research on help seeking is restricted to the 

face-to-face setting, which may not apply to the online environment (Bartholome et al., 2006; Er et al., 2015). 

For instance, in contrast to previous research, a study suggested the positive effect of informal help in online 

education (Goda et al., 2013); additionally, a more recent study on MOOC students found that those who were 

more inclined to seek help were less likely to do well in passing assessments (Kizilcec et al., 2017). In 

consideration of the research gaps, it was the intent of this study to examine the relationship between students’ 

help-seeking profiles and their behaviors in seeking informal help from peers in an online class.   

 

 

2.2. Online discussions as a source and a traceable record of peer help 

 

Online discussion boards play a significant role in online education for a variety of purposes, including being a 

source of help. By interacting and discussing with peers, knowledge is constructed through peer scaffolding (Ge 

& Land, 2004; Hmelo-Silver et al., 2011), which could potentially promote both social and cognitive presence in 

an online class (Garrison et al., 2000). On the other hand, seeking help from peers on a discussion board may 

also pose threats to those who do not want to appear “dumb” before others (Kim et al., 2018).  

 

It has been critiqued that most research on help seeking relies on learners’ self-reports, which could deviate from 

actual help-seeking behaviors (Cross et al., 2017; Mahasneh et al., 2012). On the other hand, online discussion 

boards afford a means of tracking learners’ posting behaviors as a manifestation of help seeking (Karabenick & 

Berger, 2013). Indeed, the recent rise of learning analytics has enabled researchers to examine a variety of 

factors in online education through online discussion analytics (Martínez et al., 2020; Wise et al., 2014; Xie & 

Huang, 2014). Examining computer science students’ help seeking through their posting behaviors (question and 

response posts) on a discussion forum, Bull et al. (2001) found the forum to be helpful to all students, including 

those who posted questions, responded to posts, or merely read the posts. More recently, in comparing a regular 

discussion forum with one that allowed students to invite friends or experts to participate in problem-solving 

tasks, Chao et al. (2018) found that the latter led to more participation in help seeking in terms of questioning, 

subscribing, commenting, and viewing activities. Similarly, Huang and Law (2018) implemented a peer-help 

discussion forum in an online class and found a significant relationship between students’ course grades and their 

number of help-giving, but not help-seeking, discussion posts. 

 

What has not been examined is the relationship between learners’ help-seeking profiles (attitudes, tendencies, 

and goals) and their help-seeking posting behaviors in online discussions. Moreover, such a relationship is likely 

to be influenced by learners’ fundamental beliefs about the nature of knowledge and knowing, i.e., their EB. The 

next section introduces EB and its potential roles in help seeking.  

 

 

2.3. Epistemic beliefs and their roles in help seeking 

 

Hofer and Pintrich (1997) defined EB as “individuals’ beliefs about the nature of knowledge and the process of 

knowing” (p. 117). They suggested two dimensions of EB: beliefs about the nature of knowledge (certainty and 

simplicity of knowledge), and beliefs about the nature of knowing (source of knowledge and justification of 

knowing). EB is often depicted as a continuum ranging from “naïve” to sophisticated (Greene et al., 2018; 
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Schommer, 1990). An individual with naïve EB may, for example, believe that knowledge only comes from 

authority and is unchanging. Evidence is clear that sophisticated EB is generally linked to deep cognitive 

engagement, productive study strategies, and positive learning outcomes (DeBacker & Crowson, 2006; Greene et 

al., 2018; Greene & Yu, 2016).  

 

EB has been identified as an antecedent of self-regulation that affects learners’ goal setting in a learning situation 

and their subsequent use of learning strategies (Muis, 2008). Specifically, Muis and Franco (2009) found that 

naïve EB predicted performance goal orientations, which, in turn, negatively predicted the effective use of study 

strategies. Although Muis and Franco (2009) did not incorporate help seeking as a learning strategy in their 

model, it is plausible that EB might play a similar role in help seeking which is a self-regulated learning strategy 

(Pintrich & deGroot, 1990). Concerning the possible relationship between EB and help seeking, Aleven et al. 

(2003) postulated that EB might affect learners’ perceived values of, engagement in, and approaches to help 

seeking. For example, learners with naïve EB may overestimate their knowledge status, which may affect their 

awareness of the need for help and engagement in help seeking (Aleven et al., 2003). There is some empirical 

evidence supporting these arguments. For instance, Bartholome et al. (2006) studied learners’ use of help 

features in an interactive learning environment and found that learners with more sophisticated EB made more 

use of the help features. Hao et al. (2016) found that EB predicted computer science students’ help seeking from 

teachers or online resources, but not that from peers.  

 

In addition to its potential impact on help-seeking behaviors, EB may also affect the relationship between 

learners’ help-seeking profiles and help-seeking behaviors. Specifically, for learners who show an avoidance 

tendency to seek help, if they hold sophisticated EB, they are likely to adopt a mastery goal for learning (Winbert 

et al., 2019). As such, despite the avoidance tendency, they may still decide to seek help to develop a genuine 

understanding. On the other hand, for those who have a similar avoidance tendency but hold naïve EB, their EB 

may lead them to adopt performance goals (Muis & Franco, 2009; Winbert et al., 2019). Accordingly, to avoid 

showing incompetence in front of others, these learners may not seek help. Taken together, we postulate the 

potential role of EB in moderating the relationship between learners’ help-seeking profiles and behaviors, which 

the current study set out to investigate.  

 

 

2.4. The present study 

 

In summary, the literature review above identified a few research gaps. First, most research on help seeking 

examined the relationship between help-seeking profiles and learning outcomes in the classroom setting. More 

research is needed to examine the connection between learners’ help-seeking profiles and actual help-seeking 

behaviors in online education. Secondly, there is a lack of understanding regarding the roles of EB in help 

seeking: how it might affect learners’ help-seeking behaviors and moderate the relationship between the 

behaviors and learners’ help-seeking profiles. In closing the gaps, this study implemented a peer-help discussion 

forum in a completely online class and sought to answer the following research questions: 

• What is the relationship between students’ help-seeking profiles and their posting behaviors in the peer-help 

discussion forum? 

• What is the relationship between students’ EB and their posting behaviors in the peer-help discussion 

forum? 

• Does students’ EB moderate the relationship between their help-seeking profiles and posting behaviors in 

the peer-help discussion forum? 

 

 

3. Method 
 

3.1. Participants and context 

 

Forty-nine students (30 females and 19 males) at a U.S. southern university voluntarily participated in the study. 

The participants were recruited from two online sections of a course offered by the university’s program in 

information technology services. The participants’ ages ranged between 21 and 52, including 40 seniors (82%), 7 

juniors (14%), and 2 Master’s students (4%). The reported ethnicities are as follows: White 34 (69%), African 

American 13 (27%), and other 2 (4%). The course focused on Microsoft Office Suite for business 

communications and operations. Throughout the semester, students worked on 19 projects that required them to 

apply software skills to business practices. Specific guidelines were provided for each project. To complete a 

project, students had to review course materials, understand the business needs in the project scenario, apply 

software skills, and troubleshoot any emerging issues in the process.  
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While students were individually accountable to complete all the projects, a peer-help discussion forum was set 

up on the course’s Blackboard Learning Management System to encourage collaborative learning. Specifically, 

students were asked to use the forum to seek or offer help regarding their projects. With a minimum contribution 

of three total posts by the end of the semester, the students could earn three percent of the course grade. The 

modest requirement was designed to avoid the situation where students participated only for the sake of earning 

points. Students were informed that the instructor would generally respond to a request for help if others did not 

respond within 24 hours. In the actual implementation, the instructor sometimes responded earlier when she 

deemed necessary. The peer-help forum was piloted in the same course the previous year. Students provided 

positive feedback regarding its helpfulness, and their actual participation far exceeded the minimum requirement 

(Huang & Law, 2018).  

 

 

3.2. Instruments 

 

Students’ help-seeking profiles were measured with a 13-item questionnaire of five subscales: instrumental help-

seeking goal, executive help-seeking goal, formal versus informal help seeking, help-seeking threat, and 

avoidance of help seeking. The items were adapted from Karabenick (2003). Specifically, the references in the 

original items about getting help from “this class” were modified as getting help from the peer-help forum. For 

instance, the original item, “Even if the work was too hard to do on my own, I wouldn’t ask for help with this 

class,” was revised to “Even if the work was too hard to do on my own, I wouldn’t ask for help on the forum.” 

Students rated their agreement with each item on a 5-point scale, ranging from “1-Not at all true of me” to “5-

Very true of me.” Karabenick (2003) reported the subscales to be in the acceptable range of internal consistency. 

The instrument has been administered in studies on college students, and the relationships among the subscales 

were confirmed by significant correlations, which supported the convergent validity of the instrument (Finney et 

al., 2018; Karabenick, 2003).  

 
Table 1. Subscales and sample items for help-seeking profiles and epistemic beliefs 

Instruments Subscales Example items 

Help-seeking 

profiles 

Instrumental help 

seeking 

If I have trouble understanding a project, I would post to the 

Forum to see if someone could help me understand the general 

ideas 

Help-seeking threat I would feel like a failure if I ask for help on the Forum 

Help-seeking avoidance Even if the work was too hard to do on my own, I wouldn’t ask 

for help on the Forum 

Formal vs informal help 

seeking 

In this class, the instructor would be a better source of help than 

the Forum 

Epistemic 

beliefs 

Certainty of knowledge Principles in this field are unchanging 

Source of knowledge If you read something in a textbook for this subject, you can be 

sure it is true 

Justification of knowing Correct answers in this field are more a matter of opinion than 

fact 

Attainability of truth If scholars try hard enough, they can find the answers to almost 

anything 

 

Students’ EB was measured with the Discipline-Focused Epistemological Beliefs Questionnaire (Hofer, 2000), 

which is one of the most widely used instruments for EB. Eighteen items measured four dimensions: certainty of 

knowledge, source of knowledge, justification of knowing, and attainability of truth. Participants rated their 

agreement with each statement on a 5-point scale ranging from “1-Completely disagree” to “5-Completely 

agree.” The items were scored in such a way that lower scores indicated more sophisticated beliefs. The 

instrument was found to have a reasonable reliability (Hofer, 2000; Muis et al., 2014). In Cazan’s (2013) study 

on the validity of the instrument, exploratory factor analysis yielded the same four subscales, and significant 

correlations were found between the instrument and another EB inventory, which supported convergent validity 

of the instrument. Table 1 lists the subscales and sample items for each instrument. The complete instruments are 

presented in Appendix A.  

 

 

3.3. Procedure 

 

Participants were recruited from their respective classes following the regulations of the university’s institutional 

review board. Each week throughout the semester, students reviewed learning materials and completed assigned 
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projects. They also used the peer-help discussion forum throughout the 15 weeks of the course to ask questions 

and give help. Towards the end of the semester, the participants completed a web-based survey. The survey had 

three parts: Part 1 recorded students’ demographic information, Part 2 measured their help-seeking profiles, and 

Part 3 measured their EB.  

 

 

3.4. Data collection and analysis 

 

In addition to the data collected from the 3-part survey, students’ participation data in the peer-help forum were 

also collected. Specifically, all the posts in the forum were collected and each students’ numbers of initial posts 

and response posts were counted (Bull et al., 2001; Chao et al., 2018). Figure 1 illustrates an example initial post 

and its subsequent response posts. In initial posts, students were likely to ask questions, whereas response posts 

involved mostly student interactions surrounding the questions.  

 

Figure 1. A screenshot of the peer-help forum showing initial and response posts (student names are masked) 

 
 

Data analysis was performed in three steps. In the first step, the reliability of all the scales was calculated. All the 

scales had acceptable Cronbach ɑ ranging from .62 to .97, except the subscale of executive help-seeking goal 

(Cronbach α = .16), which was subsequently dropped from further analysis. The second step generated the 

descriptive and correlation statistics of the variables. In the last step, multiple regression analyses were 

conducted to answer the research questions. 
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4. Results 
 

Table 2 presents the descriptive statistics of the variables. The correlations among the variables are presented in 

Table 3. On average, students posted 13.25 messages to the forum (including initial and response posts), which 

far exceeded the minimum requirement of three posts to receive the full credit. 

 
Table 2. Descriptive statistics of help-seeking profiles, EB, and number of forum posts 

Variable Mean SD Min Max 

Help Seeking 

Instrumental help seeking 3.89  1.02 1.00 5.00 

Help-seeking threat 1.46 .85 1.00 5.00 

Help-seeking avoidance 1.44 .66 1.00 5.00 

Formal vs. informal help seeking 2.82 .86 1.33 4.67 

Epistemic beliefs 

Certainty of knowledge 2.98 .68 1.63 4.63 

Source of knowledge 3.31 .72 1.50 5.00 

Justification of knowing 3.24 .69 1.50 5.00 

Attainability of truth 4.20 .76 2.00 5.00 

Number of posts     

Initial posts 4.52 4.84 0.00 21.00 

Response posts 8.73 10.27 0.00 64.00 

 
Table 3. Correlations among help-seeking profiles, EB, and number of forum posts 

Variable 1 2 3 4 5 6 7 

1. Instrumental help seeking 1.00 -.41** -.58** -.28** .10 .20 .16 

2. Help-seeking threat  1.00 .71** .19 .03 -.22 -.25 

3. Help-seeking avoidance   1.00 .37** .14 -.36* -.40** 

4. Formal vs. informal help seeking    1.00 .03 -.05 .12 

5. Epistemic beliefs     1.00 .04 -.40** 

6. Number of initial posts      1.00 .24 

7. Number of response posts       1.00 

Note. N = 49; *p < .05, **p < .01. 

 
To test the effects of students’ help-seeking profiles and EB on their participation in peer help, a series of 

regressions were conducted. To do so, interaction terms were first created by multiplying EB and the help-

seeking profile subscales (Cohen et al., 2003). Next, we mean standardized all the independent variables to 

prevent possible multicollinearity, especially among the interaction terms (Cohen et al., 2003). Further, 

multicollinearity diagnostic tests were conducted, and the results showed that multicollinearity was not a 

significant issue (VIF < 10; Hair et al., 2006). Graphical analyses were conducted to confirm the assumptions of 

linearity, normality, and homoscedasticity. Finally, the results also suggested independence of observations (1 < 

Durbin-Watson statistics < 3; Field, 2005).  

 
Two separate stepwise regressions were conducted with the dependent variables being the number of initial posts 

and the number of response posts, respectively (Cohen et al., 2003). The first regression model tested the effects 

of students’ help-seeking profiles and EB on their numbers of initial posts. Neither the main-effect nor the 

interaction-effect models were significant (p > .05), with the R2 ranging from .143 to .231. 

 

The second regression tested the effects of students’ help-seeking profiles and EB on their numbers of response 

posts. The first model, which tested the main effects of help-seeking profiles on the number of response posts, 

was not significant, R2 = .189, F(4, 44) = 2.567, p > .05 (f2 = .233). In the second model, EB was added as an 

additional predictor, which was found to predict significantly over and above help-seeking profiles, ΔR2 = .100, 

Δ F(1, 43) = 6.023, p < .05 (f2 = .406). EB was a significant predictor: t(43) = -2.454, p < .05. In the third model, 

four interaction terms were added as additional predictors, i.e., the interactions between EB and the four help-

seeking profile subscales (instrumental help seeking, help-seeking threat, help-seeking avoidance, and formal vs. 

informal help seeking). The model was found to predict significantly over and above the main-effect model, ΔR2 

= .235, Δ F(4, 39) = 4.799, p < .01 (f2 = 1.096). Specifically, three significant predictors emerged: EB, t(38) = -

2.159, p < .05; EB x Formal Help Seeking, t(38) = -4.101, p < .01; and EB x Help-Seeking Avoidance, t(38) = 

2.287, p < .05. Results of the multiple regressions are shown in Table 4. 
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Table 4. Results of multiple linear regression analyses predicting number of response posts 

Variables Model 1 

Help-Seeking Profiles 

β (t-value) 

Model 2 

Help-Seeking 

Profiles & EB 

β (t-value) 

Model 3 

Main and interaction 

effects 

β (t-value) 

Instru_HS -.793 (-.456) .132 (1.688) -.396 (-.257) 

HS_Threat .996 (.413) 1.217 (.097) 1.143 (.534) 

HS_Avoid -8.392 (-2.357*) -6.785 (-1.974) -4.403 (-1.454) 

Formal_HS 3.958 (2.170*) 3.24 (1.76) 1.000 (.615) 

EB  -6.862 (-2.454*) -6.506 (-2.159*) 

EB x Instru_HS   3.508 (1.031) 

EB x HS_Threat   -8.881 (-1.031) 

EB x HS_Avoid   18.810 (2.287*) 

EB x Formal _HS   -10.809 (-4.101**) 

F 2.567 3.493* 4.62** 

Δ F  6.023* 4.799** 

Model adjusted R2 .116 .206* .413** 

Δ R2  .090* .207** 

Note. Instru_HS: Instrumental Help Seeking; HS_Threat: Help-Seeking Threat; HS_Avoid: Help-Seeking 

Avoidance; Formal_HS: Formal vs. Informal Help Seeking; EB: Epistemic Beliefs. N = 49; *p < .05, **p < .01. 

 

Figure 2. The relationship between formal help seeking and number of response posts as a function of 

EB

 
 

Figure 2 illustrates the significant interaction between EB and formal help seeking. As shown, formal help 

seeking had a different impact on the number of response posts as a function of students’ EB. For those with 

sophisticated EB, the more they perceived the instructor as a formal source of help, the more likely they were to 

respond to peers’ posts. However, for those with naïve EB, the more they identified with the instructor as a 

formal source of help, the less likely they chose to respond. 

 

Figure 3 illustrates the significant interaction between EB and help-seeking avoidance. Similarly, the help-

seeking avoidance tendency had a different impact on students’ response posts depending on their levels of EB. 

For those with sophisticated EB, the more they reported an avoidance tendency, the less likely they were to 

respond to others’ posts. On the other hand, those with naïve EB showed an opposite trend - the more they 

reported an avoidance tendency, the more likely they would respond. 
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Figure 3. The relationship between help-seeking avoidance and number of response posts as a function of EB 

 
 

 

5. Discussion 
 

In the context of a peer-help discussion forum in an online course, this study set out to examine the relationship 

between students’ help-seeking profiles and their actual participation analytics in peer help. Further, students’ 

EB was also investigated regarding their impact on peer-help participation, and their potential moderating role in 

the relationship between help-seeking profiles and peer-help behaviors.  

 

 

5.1. Lack of evidence: Direct impact of help-seeking profiles on peer-help behaviors 
 

For the first research question regarding the relationship between students’ help-seeking profiles and their actual 

participation in peer help, the current study found that the help-seeking profile alone did not influence students’ 

peer-help posting behaviors. In other words, students’ perceived help-seeking threat, preferred sources of help, 

avoidance tendencies, and instrumental help-seeking goals did not directly affect their participation behaviors in 

the peer-help discourse, which included both initial posts and responses to others. 

 
Taking advantage of the learning analytics afforded by an online discussion forum to trace peer-help behaviors, 

this study was among the first to examine such a relationship in an online setting, yet our finding suggests a lack 

of direct relationship, which implies that learners’ help-seeking profiles may not manifest in their peer-help 

participation. Comparing our findings with the previous research, we see an interesting misalignment. Empirical 

evidence from the past suggested a positive relationship between help-seeking profiles and academic 

performance (Karabenick, 2003; Kitsantas, 2007; Ryan & Pintrich, 1997; Schenke et al., 2015). These positive 

relationships may imply that students with adaptive help-seeking profiles indeed seek help, which, in turn, 

improves their performance. However, our study was not able to find evidence between help-seeking profiles and 

actual peer-help behaviors, which suggests that help-seeking behaviors may not be the direct mechanism for 

students with adaptive help-seeking profiles to achieve positive performance. Indeed, Kizilcec et al. (2017) study 

found a negative relationship between MOOC students’ inclination to seek help and their academic performance.  
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5.2. Impact of EB on peer-help posting behaviors 

 

Regarding the second research question about the impact of EB on students’ peer-help posting behaviors, our 

study confirmed the impact: EB emerged as a significant predictor of the number of peer-help response posts. 

Specifically, those with more sophisticated EB posted significantly more responses than those with less 

sophisticated beliefs.  

 

The finding aligns with Bartholome et al. (2006) which found that learners with more sophisticated EB made 

more use of the help features in an interactive learning environment. However, the finding is different from Hao 

et al. (2016), which did not find EB to predict students’ use of peer help. The difference might be due to Hao’s et 

al. (2016) use of students’ self-reported participation data, in contrast to our study’s examination of the actual 

participation.  

 

The finding is not surprising, given that sophisticated EB is characterized by an identification with the 

constructive nature of knowledge and knowing (King & Kitchener, 2004). Although such beliefs were not 

pronounced in the students’ number of initial posts (likely help seeking), these beliefs nonetheless positioned 

epistemologically sophisticated students to be more open in responding to peers’ posts, thereby contributing to 

the collaborative inquiry. Considering our earlier study that reported a significant relationship between students’ 

numbers of help-giving posts and course grades (Huang & Law, 2018), we reason that those with more 

sophisticated EB were more likely to respond to peers’ posts, which might be associated with better 

performance.  

 

This finding also expands the literature on EB by offering evidence for the impact of EB on learners’ willingness 

to react or respond to peer-help discourses. The existing literature pointed to a significant correlation between EB 

and academic performance (Greene et al., 2018; Greene & Yu, 2016) and offered further evidence to suggest that 

the impact mechanism is through learners’ use of study strategies such as elaboration, critical thinking, 

metacognitive self-regulation, and rehearsal (Muis & Franco, 2009). Our study suggests learners’ participation in 

peer help as an additional mechanism in the learning process that might contribute to the impact of EB on 

academic performance. Our finding further implies that compared with help-seeking profiles, online learners’ EB 

is more likely to have a direct impact on their participation in peer help. Thus, learners’ EB should be an 

important factor to consider in the design and delivery of online education.  

 

 

5.3. Moderating role of EB in help-seeking posting behaviors  

 

Regarding the third research question about the moderating role of EB in the relationship between help-seeking 

profiles and peer-help posting behaviors, our findings suggest that two dimensions of help-seeking profiles, 

formal help seeking and avoidance tendency, were significantly related to peer-help responses (but not initial 

posts) through the moderation of EB. Thus, although help-seeking profiles did not directly affect peer-help 

posting behaviors, they did exert an indirect influence with the moderation of students’ EB.    

 

Specifically, depending on students’ EB, the two dimensions of help-seeking profiles each had a differential 

impact on students’ number of response posts in the peer-help forum. The first dimension, formal help seeking, 

indicates students’ tendencies to seek help from formal sources such as the instructor. For students who held 

more naïve EB, the greater their tendency for formal help, the less likely they were to respond to peers’ posts. 

These students might believe that knowledge was quite certain, and the instructor held the authority of 

knowledge. As such, they might have placed more value in getting the right solution than the knowledge-

building inquiry process leading to the solution (Aleven et al., 2003). Comparatively, epistemologically more 

sophisticated students displayed a different trend. Despite a greater tendency to seek the instructor for help, these 

students were nonetheless more likely to respond to peers’ posts. The finding appears contradictory on the 

surface. However, part of the reason might lie in the fact that in contrast to initial discussion posts that more 

likely involved one seeking help, response posts were more likely to involve one offering help or to joining a 

conversation. Thus, despite their perception of the instructor as a better source of help, these students’ 

sophisticated EB might have led them to see the need to participate in the peer-help forum as an established norm 

for help seeking in the course. Our earlier study (Huang & Law, 2018) of the same class in the previous year may 

also shed some light into the findings. The students from the previous class indicated in interviews that they had 

helped peers in the forum to promote a sense of “student camaraderie” which they felt “often lacking in an online 

course” (Huang & Law, 2018). While we could not tie these students to their levels of EB, these opinions might 

represent the reason why epistemologically more sophisticated students chose to respond to peers’ posts.  
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The second dimension, avoidance tendency, indicates one’s tendency to avoid seeking help. For students who 

held more naïve EB, the greater their tendency to avoid help seeking, the more likely they would respond to 

peers in the forum. This finding can be explained in two aspects. First, as discussed earlier, response posts were 

less intended for help seeking. Second, past research found that naïve EB predicted performance goals (Muis & 

Franco, 2009; Winbert et al., 2019) and was associated with an overestimate of one’s understanding (Schommer, 

1990; Schommer et al., 1992). Taken together, it is likely that despite their avoidance of seeking help, students 

with naïve EB were more likely to demonstrate their understanding in the forum by responding to others’ posts, 

which is an indication of the performance goal orientation. Comparatively, students with more sophisticated EB 

tended to aim for mastery learning rather than for impressing others with their performance (Winberg et al., 

2019). For these students with an avoidance tendency, one possibility was that they had a more realistic estimate 

of their own understanding. As such, they were less likely to respond to others if they were unsure of their 

knowledge. Huang and Law (2018) also found that some students were not willing to offer help because they “do 

not want to mislead (others),” which might explain the students’ reasoning for a lack of participation. 

Epistemologically sophisticated students who did not have an avoidance tendency, on the other hand, would not 

hesitate to post initial messages to seek help and subsequently join the conversations with peers, which led to 

more response posts.   

 

 

6. Conclusion 
 

This study advances our understanding of help seeking from peers as an informal source of help that has a 

positive impact in online learning (Goda et al., 2013; Wu, 2021). Building on past research that took advantage 

of online discussions to study various aspects of online learning (Martínez et al., 2020; Wise et al., 2014; Xie & 

Huang, 2014), the current study implemented online discussions to facilitate and investigate learners’ actual 

peer-help behaviors. The study extended the existing research that primarily focused on learning outcomes and 

relied on learners’ self-reported data. While there were attempts to examine the relationship between EB and 

help-seeking behaviors (Bartholome et al., 2006; Hao et al., 2016), our study represents the first attempt to 

simultaneously model the relationships among help-seeking profiles, EB, and online peer-help behaviors. The 

findings highlight the important role of learners’ EB in online peer help, which warrants further investigation.  

 

One perspective to understand help seeking is through the lens of self-regulation (Pintrich, 2000). While Muis 

and Franco (2009) advanced a self-regulated learning framework that delineated EB’s role in learners’ goal 

setting and subsequent use of self-regulation strategies, our study adds to the framework by examining help 

seeking as one of the self-regulation strategies and providing empirical evidence for the relationship between EB 

and help seeking.  

 

Further, the different findings between the numbers of initial posts and response posts prompted us to consider 

help giving as the other side of help seeking since the initial posts were more likely to seek help, whereas 

response posts were more intended to offer help. In the traditional paradigm of education, the instructor is often 

the main source of help, and help seeking from the instructor is connected to positive learning outcomes 

(Karabenick, 2003; Kitsantas & Chow, 2007; Ryan & Pintrich, 1997; Schenke et al., 2015). Yet, with the 

constructivist paradigm, collaborative learning becomes more and more prevalent (Jeong et al., 2019). 

Collaborative learning necessitates both help seeking and help giving among peers, while our understanding of 

help giving is disproportionate to that of help seeking. With the affordance of online learning, it becomes easier 

to capture and examine both help seeking and help giving. More studies are needed to understand and theorize 

peer help giving, especially in online learning environments. 

 

Our study yields practical implications for online education. Help seeking is an important self-regulation 

strategy, especially in online education (Karabenick, 2011; Pintrich & DeGroot, 1990). While learners’ help-

seeking profiles bear significant importance in help seeking, our findings suggest learners’ EB as an important 

consideration if we are to encourage meaningful and productive peer help. To develop online learners’ EB, 

learning activities should emphasize justification and reconciliation of objectivity and subjectivity (Cartiff et al., 

2021). Online instructors should also communicate to students the importance of informal help and peer 

discourse, while fostering a climate for achieving mastery in learning. Epistemologically more sophisticated 

students should be encouraged to participate more in peer help for the benefit of building a supportive knowledge 

community, and guidance and mechanisms should be provided for these students to feel more comfortable to 

contribute. Finally, this study joins many other studies in suggesting the importance of EB in education, 

especially in online education (Huang et al., 2019; Greene et al., 2018; Greene & Yu, 2016). Actions should be 

taken to consider learners’ EB in designing instruction. Meanwhile, promoting learners’ EB should be a priority 

for educational research and practice.  
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This study has several limitations that future research should address. First, while the small sample size was 

sufficient with a medium to large effect size (the three regression models with f2 = .23, .41, and 1.10; Cohen, 

1992), it could present weaker statistical power for the regression analyses. Future studies may use a larger 

sample size that would also enable the examination of the subscales of EB. Second, while the peer-help forum 

was intended for help seeking among peers, the availability of the instructor on the forum could have made an 

undue influence on students’ use of the forum. Third, the two instruments in this study used different pronouns 

(you and I), which may have caused confusions in responding to the questions. Fourth, future studies could 

include students’ performance data, goal orientations, and peer-help access data for a more comprehensive 

understanding of peer help and its impact. Finally, future research should also examine how help-seeking profiles 

may affect help seeking from sources other than an established peer-help forum.  
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Appendix A 
 

Help seeking scales 

 

1. If I were having trouble understanding a project, I would post to the Forum to see if someone could help me 

understand the general ideas. 

2. Getting help from the Forum would be one of the first things I would do if I were having trouble with a 

project.   

3. The purpose of seeking help from the Forum would be to succeed without having to work as hard.  

4. Getting help from the Forum would be a way of avoiding doing some of the work.  

5. I would feel like a failure if I ask for help on the Forum.  

6. I would not ask for help on the forum to let others find out that I needed help.  

7. Seeking help on the Forum would be an admission that I am just not smart enough to do the work on my 

own. 

8. If I didn’t understand something in this class I would guess rather than asking for help on the Forum.  

9. Even if the work was too hard to do on my own, I wouldn’t ask for help on the Forum.  

10. I would rather do worse on an assignment I had trouble with than seeking help from the Forum.   

11. If I were to seek help in this class I would directly ask the instructor rather than posting to the Forum.  

12. I would prefer seeking help on the forum rather than directly asking the instructor. (rev)  

13. In this class, the instructor would be better to get help from than would the Forum. 

 

 

Discipline Focused Epistemological Beliefs Questionnaire 

 

1. Truth is unchanging in this subject.  

2. In this subject, most work has only one right answer.   

3. Sometimes you just have to accept answers from the experts in this field, even if you don’t understand them. 

4. All professors in this field would probably come up with the same answers to questions in this field. 

5. If you read something in a textbook for this subject, you can be sure it is true. 

6. Most of what is true in this subject is already known. 

7. In this subject, it is good to question the ideas presented. (rev) 

8. Correct answers in this field are more a matter of opinion than fact.  

9. If scholars try hard enough, they can find the answers to almost anything. 

10. Experts in this field can ultimately get to the truth.   

11. Principles in this field are unchanging. 

12. If my personal experience conflicts with ideas in the textbook, the book is probably right. 

13. There is really no way to determine whether someone has the right answer in this field. 

14. Answers to questions in this field change as experts gather more information. (rev) 

15. All experts in this field understand the field in the same way.  

16. I am more likely to accept the ideas of someone with first-hand experience than the ideas of researchers in 

this field.   

17. I am most confident that I know something when I know what the experts think.   

18. First-hand experience is the best way of knowing something in this field. 
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