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Some Advantages to Using Forums, Blogs
and Email to Extend Classroom Discussion

» Extends the learning opportunities beyond
the context of the scheduled class time and
space, fosters sense of community.

* Allows for different learning styles. Some
students might not be comfortable
speaking in class or might need more time
to process their ideas. A student who is
quiet during an 8 am class may have lots to
say at | | pm. Ensures that every student
participates in the larger discussion.



* Provides a place for regular writing
(thinking, communicating and learning)
opportunities, brainstorming or planning for
future projects, sharing rough drafts or
ideas, posting responses to course readings,
reviewing for exams, asking questions, etc.

» Exposes students to alternative viewpoints,
as well as giving them the opportunity to
see how other students are working to
meet course learning goals.

* Important points made can be referenced
in class to enrich discussion and to
acknowledge thoughtful ideas.



* Gives students yet another opportunity
to grapple with the course material and
to develop critical thinking skills.

These types of communication are
inherently reflective in nature. They give
students the opportunity to engage with
various alternative perspectives, carefully
consider a response, and position that
response in the context of the larger,
ongoing discussion.



 Before students respond to an instructor's
initial discussion question or to classmates'
posts, they can refer to their course
materials and think through their answers.

Because of this extra time and care a
student can take crafting a post or
response, they are more likely to reference
a course reading or make a connection to a
related topic or concept.



* Encourages students to form relationships
built around academic work (social
networking for an academic purpose,
building classroom community) and
develop a shared understanding of course
and content expectations.

* Enables collaborative learning. Students
often answer each others questions with
little or no prompting or intervention
from the instructor.



* The instructor is a facilitator and
participant in this environment and thus is
not viewed as having all of the knowledge
and the answers. Power is decentralized
as the discourse encourages interaction
and collaboration between peers.

There is a distinct shift to student-
centered learning, students as active
participants in learning and making of
meaning. Students directly engage with
course content and become active
learners (as opposed to passive, as in a
lecture-centered/only class).



Discussion Forums: Strategies (Short List)

e Allow time for a discourse community to
form and for students to “get the hang” of
discussion using forums.

» Create effective discussion questions.

* Be present, but don’t dominate the
discussion.

* Respond and redirect effectively. Make
expectations clear through standards and
modeling.

e Connect discussion forums to what’s
happening in the classroom.
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Allow time for a discourse community to
form and for students to “get the hang” of
discussion using forumes.

 This is not going to be immediately natural
or normal for most of your students. It
will take time (weeks, multiple forums)
before they are comfortable or competent,
and before they know each other well
enough for a true discourse community to
form (shared language, common goals, etc.).



Create effective discussion questions.

e Good questions are open-ended—that is,
they have a complex answer and/or a
range of possible answers, different
perspectives and interpretations. It’s a
discussion (examination, investigation,
debate), not a search for the “right”
answer.

* Even though open-ended, the question is

specific enough to promote a focused
discussion.



* Good questions recognize that students
will have different perspectives and
interpretations and such questions
attempt to engage students in dialogue
with each other.

* Ask yourself: Will the question stimulate
debate; elicit different opinions, varying
viewpoints, doubt, or even soul
searching—without causing unnecessary
confusion?



* Grappling with good, complex questions
can help to clarify course concepts or
issues students may find difficult.

* Good questions are appropriate for the
stage of learning they have reached with
the course content (consider Bloom’s
Taxonomy).



Bloom’s Taxonomy of Educational
Objectives: Cognitive Domain

Analyze Evaluate Create

Apply

Understand

Remember

For example, at the level of
comprehension or
understanding you could
expect your students to
summarize, describe,
interpret, contrast,
compare, predict, associate,
distinguish, estimate,
differentiate, discuss,
extend, rephrase, put in
your own words, explain,
interpret,

translate, or extrapolate
essential course concepts.



When students reach the
level of analysis of course
concepts, you could expect
them to analyze, separate,
order, explain, connect,
classify, arrange, divide,
compare, select, explain,
infer; identify motives or
causes, draw conclusions,
determine evidence,
support, separate a complex
idea into its parts and have
an understanding of
organization and
relationship between the
parts. You would thus be
able to ask them questions
about course concepts that
required this level of
understanding to answer.

Analyze

Evaluate

Apply

Understand

Remember

Create



Example Discussion Questions/Topics

* “What happened at the Battle of
Gettysburg?”

» Better:“Describe the circumstances that
led Colonel Joshua Chamberlin to try a
unique maneuver on Little Round Top at
the Battle of Gettysburg” or “In 100 to
150 words, describe the role intelligence
gathering played in battle strategy of the
generals at the Battle of Gettysburg.”



» Closed Question: Do you think living
on campus enhances the college
undergraduate experience?!” (This can
be answered with a “yes” or “no”).

 Better, open-ended version:“In what
ways does living on campus enhance an
undergraduate college experience?”



e “Explain why Jane left Tarzan?” She was

unhappy.
» Better question: “There were several

factors that in combination with the
difficulty of jungle life led up to Jane

leaving Tarzan. Discuss each of these
factors and how they contributed to
Jane’s final decision to leave.”



* “What’s your opinion about the use of
technology in education?”

» Better question(s): “VVhat are your
general thoughts about the use of
technology in education—plagiarism,
computers in the classroom, hybrid or
online classes, e-reserves, online
discussion forums, email, etc? What
concerns you about it, what do you find
useful?”



Be present, but don’t dominate the
discussion.

* Unless you plan to moderate &
participate, don’t do it.

* Make your presence known in the forums,
but do nhot dominate them or overwhelm
by posting too often.

 Posting too frequently leads to short
discussions and fewer student postings;
posting too infrequently leads students to
believe the instructor is disinterested or
absent.



Respond and redirect effectively. Make
expectations clear through standards and
modeling.

* Weave student comments into your
responses. Quoting students boosts student
confidence and engagement, and leads to
more frequent posting.

 This also models the kind of interaction
you'd like them to have with other students
on the forums. It encourages student-to-
student learning and enables students to
attribute learning and success to
themselves.



e Continually and gently push the discussion
further by responding to posts with more
questions, encouraging and challenging
students to more deeply and fully develop
their thinking.

* Play devil’s advocate, or assign the role to
a few students.

» Consider having students take turns

playing the role of discussion leader or
moderator.



* Resist the temptation to make declarative
statements, such as “that’s right" or “not
exactly” in your responses. These tend to
shut down discussion.

o If the discussion gets side-tracked or off-
topic, step in and bring it back to its
intended focus.



* Because discussion boards lack facial
gestures and body language,
misunderstandings between students can
take place. Manage flaming, bullying or
inappropriate language use quickly and
decisively through private emails.

* If you deem it necessary, come up with
discussion forum guidelines—in terms of
both conduct and content expectations.
You can even involve your students in
constructing these guidelines.



Connect discussion forums to what’s
happening in the classroom.

* Encourage students to extend classroom
discussions in the forums by considering
alternate perspectives and other criteria
which may challenge their assumptions,
beliefs and findings.

* Regularly reinforce positive behavior and
strong comments on the discussion
boards through personal correspondence
(email), referencing them in class, and by
weaving student comments into your own
postings.



Practical Matters

* Ask students to post early in the week, at
mid-week read the overall discussion and
post again, and at end of week read again,
posting once more if they are so moved.
Continue the discussion for more than a
week if it’s warranted.

* Plan to spend the same amount of time
reading and posting as your students.



Blog (Web Log)

* A blog is a web page made up of usually
short, frequently updated posts that are
arranged chronologically. The content and
purposes of blogs varies greatly.

* Not only is “blog” a noun, but can also be
used as a verb, meaning to maintain or
add content to a blog.
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August 28, 2007 v
40 Questions

If you were a super hero, what would be your super power?

I know that the popular choice is to be able to fly. Howewer, if I were a super
hero, my super power would be that in any physical fight with any person, or
persons, I would always win. [ would be a master of every style of fighting that
there is, from drunken monkey to bar room brawling, and it wouldn't matter how
many people were trying to fight me at once, I would still win. Mow that I think
about it, I guess I would be able to fly a bit, a la "Crouching Tiger, Hidden
Dragon.”™

What is one thing you wish you could learn or were able to do?

I wish I could play the ukulele, I tried to learn the gultar, but I have such tiny
hands, that [ can't play one, can't reach far enough to put my fingers in the
correct positlons. So, | decided that the ukulele would be a good compromise,
["ve had people ask why not the mandolin or banjo, and while those are also small
and maybe the more obvlous choices, something about the ukulele just seems
right for me., My best frlends gave me a ukulele for my last birthday and at first, [
tried to teach myself. I terrorized my dogs with my verslon of "row, row, row your
boat®™ for months before [ gave up and declded that it would be best to take some
lessons,

1 Comment (January 17, 2008)




Blogs: Strategies

* Blogs give students a specific, academic
audience that can provide them with
feedback, but also space where they are the
central author or voice. The audience can
be limited to the class or even just the
teacher, or be open to the whole web.

» Consider keeping a class blog yourself.
Share the interesting stuff you're learning,
an idea that the class work or discussion
made you have later, what you forgot to tell
them in class, something you heard or read
that’s related to the course content, etc.



* Blog posts can be in response to teacher
prompts or more open-ended, course
related writing—any short writing/exercise.

e [t's important to allow time for students to
read each other’s blogs and respond. It’s
important that they view this thinking and
writing as connected to the larger course
community, discussion and learning.

* As with forums, be present but don’t
dominate. Unless you plan to moderate &
participate, don’t do it. They need to know
you are there and invested, but don’t want
you to take over.



* Weave relevant, strong student comments
from their blogs into class discussion.

* Again, you might consider establishing
guidelines for class blogs. Students may
have developed their own understanding
of what blogs are (diary or journal, pure
opinion that doesn’t have to be reasoned,
casual or even profane language use).



» Consider: do you want students (or even
yourself) to keep a blog that’s shared with
only the teacher, a smaller group, the

whole class, or available to anyone with an
internet connection!?


http://writing.colostate.edu/
https://www.blogger.com/
http://www.vox.com/
http://wordpress.org/

Email Discussion Lists (Listserv)

* An electronic mail-based discussion group based
on common interests that uses a mailing list to
distribute messages to all members' email.
Individuals send e-mail to the listserv address, and
all members on the distribution list receive the
message.

* Messages are archived and can be read on the web
as well, (combines features of email and a
discussion forum).

* You can start your own email discussion group,
or
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Email Discussion List: Strategies

e This has the potential to engage your
students in the larger conversation taking
place around issues related to your
course or their major field of study. For
example, | belong to the TechRhet list
(computers & writing, new media).

e Or, you can start your own discussion
group email list and continue or extend
your course specific discussions.



Most important consideration when using
technology to enhance a course:

* Are there sound pedagogical reasons
that support the use of this
technology?

> What learning goals will be met with the use
of this technology?! How will this technology
facilitate these goals, exactly?

> Are there other, better ways to achieve this
learning goal?

> How will the success of this technology in
meeting learning goals be measured!?



Also, don’t fall into the

* Toy trap: The technology is new, exciting
and cool, so let’s use it.

* Tool trap:VVe understand the nuts &
bolts of how to use it, so that’s all we
need. Just because you know how to use
a hammer and a saw doesn’t necessarily
mean you can build a house.



Take your time!

e Don’t try to implement all three
discussion strategies in a single semester.

e Take a semester to consider where these
strategies might fit in your course.

* Try just one strategy, and expect it to go
wrong (and to work) in ways that you
couldn’t predict.

* Experiment to see what works with your
class, your teaching style, your course
content.



	Extending Classroom Discussion with Forums, Blogs, and Email�
	Some Advantages to Using Forums, Blogs and Email to Extend Classroom Discussion
	Slide Number 3
	Slide Number 4
	Slide Number 5
	Slide Number 6
	Slide Number 7
	Discussion Forums: Strategies (Short List)
	WebCT Discussion Forums
	Writing Studio Discussion Forum
	Yahoo Message Board
	�Allow time for a discourse community to form and for students to “get the hang” of discussion using forums.�
	�Create effective discussion questions.�
	Slide Number 14
	Slide Number 15
	Bloom’s Taxonomy of Educational Objectives: Cognitive Domain 
	Slide Number 17
	Example Discussion Questions/Topics
	Slide Number 19
	Slide Number 20
	Slide Number 21
	�Be present, but don’t dominate the discussion.�
	��Respond and redirect effectively. Make expectations clear through standards and modeling.��
	Slide Number 24
	Slide Number 25
	Slide Number 26
	�Connect discussion forums to what’s happening in the classroom.�
	Practical Matters
	Blog (Web Log)
	http://engagingideas.net/ll/ 
	http://co302writingideas.blogspot.com/ 
	Writing Studio Blog
	Blogs: Strategies
	Slide Number 34
	Slide Number 35
	Slide Number 36
	Email Discussion Lists (Listserv)
	http://groups.yahoo.com/group/fortcollinsfreecycle/ 
	http://www.interversity.org/lists/techrhet/subscribe.html (TechRhet started as a yahoo group)
	Email Discussion List: Strategies
	Most important consideration when using technology to enhance a course:
	Also, don’t fall into the
	Take your time!

