Online Discussion: Strategies and Considerations

The discussion method is the most popular teaching technique used in online courses.
Online discussion offers several advantages to face-to-face classroom interactions:
· Reserved or shy students may feel less vulnerable communicating their thoughts online than they would face-to-face in the classroom.

· All students have an equal opportunity to participate in the discussion.

· Students can explore a variety of perspectives shared online as they construct their own understanding of the material. If part of a message is missed or not understood, it can be revisited at any time.

· Responses tend to be more thoughtful and reflective than communications found in chats or even e-mail.

· Discussions can be archived and revisited, and printed at a later time.

However, if you want to initiate an online discussion, you have to think, plan, and carefully monitor it so that it becomes successful. 

Characteristics of effective discussions: 

· Support course/assignment-learning objectives. Keying topics to the readings, exercises and assignments for a particular week helps keep students focused on what is important and reinforces concepts that are being learned.
· Generate interest. Give students a reason to stay engaged by asking interesting and challenging questions.
· Facilitate thought, not “just the facts.” The construction of your questions requires a lot of forethought. Avoid broad topic threads (i.e., What do you think of the Spanish Civil War?) and factual questions for which there is only one answer. Include guided discussion questions, promote critical thinking through Socratic questioning, ask students to compare and contrast, connect to prior knowledge, etc.
· Can be applied to everyday life or professional goals. A good and preferred teaching strategy is providing opportunities for application of new information to students’ personal and professional lives. Discussion questions of this character can also allow everyone to demonstrate what he or she knows and let others learn from them. 
· Provide clear, explicit instructions. Provide students with a list on the type of response, both initial postings and replies, you expect. Provide examples (exemplary responses). Take time to delineate each step of each individual discussion assignment.
· Receive points and/or graded. The most effective way to promote student participation is to make it required and graded. 

· Reflect a percentage of the course grade that is appropriate, feasible, and significant. It is recommended that discussion is between 10 to 40 percent of total grade. 
· Provide a rubric or other evaluation tool that details the evaluation process. When students know exactly how they will be evaluated they tend to live up to those expectations. Evaluation tools help foster effective discussion by decreasing student anxiety and defensiveness.
· Require reply to other participants. Encourage students to interact with each other, not just with you. 
· Include effective facilitation. Think student-centered discussions! Do you want students to meet your expectations for online participation? They will follow your lead – involve yourself, participate. But don’t control the discussion; do not enter too quickly or too often into the discussions. Allow time for students to respond to each other, before commenting. Respond to questions directed to you personally. Redirect discussion only when information is incorrect, or is off-topic. Immediately stop inappropriate or hostile postings. 
Source: Tracey Smith. “Discussions: Importance, Design, Facilitation, and Evaluation” Pointers and Clickers (November / December 2002).

Strategies for a successful online discussion:
· Communicate your expectations. In your syllabus, clearly articulate your expectations and grading criteria for student participation including a required minimum number of weekly student contributions to the discussions. One of the most effective ways to promote student participation is to make it required and graded. Grade both for the quality of the postings as well as the quantity. To be an effective motivator, participation should constitute between 10-40 percent of the student’s overall grade.

· Determine the goals and objectives of the discussion before you initiate a forum and use them to help keep the discussion on track. If the purpose changes, make that clear to students. 
· Match the discussions to the course content. Start discussion topics that will help students focus on the course material and share ideas as they process the assignments, readings, projects and exercises. The organization of discussion forums in your classroom should reflect the class structure and scheduled sequence of topics in the syllabus. For example, you might consider creating a discussion forum for each week of your course. This will help your students stay focused and on track.

· Put the discussion questions and assignments together in a way that will help students focus on the course material as they process the assignments and share ideas. 
· Require a hand-in assignment. A requirement, such as a group project or individual paper, will ensure that students integrate, synthesize and apply the information that has been discussed in the discussion forum. It can also boost participation if the discussions are closely tied to the assignment.

· Start the major topic threads yourself. Often students need structure to get the discussions off to a good start. It’s a good idea for the instructor to start all major topic threads, so students will know where to post and feel comfortable jumping in to the discussion.
· Formulate focused question(s) or problems to begin threads. Seek postings that provide unique, rather than repetitive, responses.

· Facilitate - don’t dominate. It is crucial that you limit your participation to a level you can sustain and that your contributions complement and expand on ideas generated by the participants. Don’t try to respond to every posting in the classroom. Try to encourage your students to interact with each other, not only with you. You can do this by tying related messages in a thread together in one posting, and making comments that address several students. Also, you can ask follow up questions that stimulate further discussion and invite students to respond to their classmates’ ideas.
· Limit the time for each discussion forum you initiate. The period can always be extended if the discussion becomes particularly robust. Be sure participants are aware of the time limits.

· Decide on a schedule for accessing a discussion and notify your students of that schedule—e.g., discussion contributions should be in by each evening or by Friday of each week if you expect them to be read that day/week.

· Establish and communicate general, clear criteria or guidelines for your online discussion. For example, clearly state what kind of behaviors you want to avoid in the discussions (e.g., personal affronts, overly personal disclosures or prejudicial statements). Also, clearly communicate the writing styles and guidelines to be used in the discussions. 
· Be prepared to refocus a discussion that drifts too far from the topic or from productive interchange. You may not be actively participating in the discussion, but you have to step in when a conversation moves too far off track. Carefully consider your wording when you redirect the discussion so as not to discourage contributions.

· Clearly differentiate threads and responses by using the subject line effectively. This will enable you and your students to easily locate specific information. If all the subject lines are the same, the forum very quickly becomes confusing and overwhelming. 
· Facilitate student-led discussions. Student-led discussions encourage active participation. Use student-led discussions to construct and confirm meaning through sustained discourse in a community of inquiry. Use icebreakers to introduce your students to the role of questions in thinking and learning and their role as discussion facilitators. Give detailed instructions on how to compose discussion questions. Also, consider having students take turns monitoring and guiding a discussion thread.

· Make the activities interesting and relevant to your students’ needs. Give students a reason to become actively involved in a discussion topic by appealing to their life experiences, interests and ambitions. They can use their chosen topics as examples in the class discussions, thus personalizing the course content to their needs or interests.
· Make your teaching presence felt. Suggestions for how to facilitate and direct discussions: identify areas of agreement/disagreement, seek to reach consensus/understanding, acknowledge student contributions, asses the efficacy of the process, present content and questions, focus the discussion, confirm understanding, diagnose misperceptions, summarize the discussion, respond to technical concerns, inject knowledge from diverse resources.
· Give feedback. Provide plenty of timely, constructive, and quality feedback, and where appropriate, add to a student’s answer engaging him/her in more dialogue. When the instructor participates in the discussion, providing critique, encouragement, and feedback, students cannot help but become more involved. For example, thank students publicly for comments contributed to the discussions that show particular insight or depth and encourage participants who have submitted shallow responses to consider a more in-depth contribution by asking for specific details pertaining to their posting, or for an example from their workplace.

· Create a social atmosphere, which is friendly and enthusiastic. Model the style and tone you want your students to use in their postings. Use discussion forums to promote collegiality, for introductions and interpersonal communication not related to the content of the course (Bulletin Board, Gab-fest, Gripe-fest, The Suggestion Box, Antidepressants—jokes). In addition to weekly forums for discussion on the course materials and topics, provide an initial forum (called the Water-cooler, lounge, pub, cafe, etc.) where students can introduce themselves to you and their classmates. By greeting all students individually in the first week of class in this forum, you can establish a supportive learning community where students feel they are part of a group. This same forum can be used later during the course for students to post messages of interest that may not be directly related to the weekly class discussions. Finally, it is also a good idea to provide a separate forum for students to ask you and each other questions about the course, procedures, policies or other issues. 
· Teach discussion netiquette. Publish a list of protocols or rules for your students to follow. This will help maintain order in the discussion and facilitate clear communication. Keep the atmosphere in your discussion forum respectful and supportive. Harsh words submitted to an online discussion forum will be more hurtful since they will remain there until they are removed. Show your students how you expect them to behave online by setting the tone in your communications with them in the discussion forum.
· Be aware of different cultural patterns and communication styles. Students from some cultures may not relate well to questions requiring volunteered responses. In this case, a question like, “Anyone care to comment on this?” might be changed to “Please post your response to the topic by Wednesday.” Humor is culturally specific and may not be perceived the same by everyone. Be aware that participants will have different learning styles. Some will learn more easily in groups, while others will excel when working independently. Provide a variety of activity-types allowing for differences in learning styles. Finally, some students may not feel comfortable sharing personal experiences while others find this process quite natural. You can respect these differences by offering options to your students in the way you frame your questions. For example, “Can you relate this to your own experience or one you have heard or read about?”
· Keep in mind that students do not have access to the visual, kinesthetic, and sound cues they are used in a conversation. 
· If a student sends a question directly to you that could arouse the interest of other students, you may want to use it to begin a new forum (“Questions and Answers”) and share the question and your response with others in the class without revealing the student’s name. This might decrease the number of individual e-mails you receive on the same topic.
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