Resource Guide
Fostering Discussion in Online Classes
Online courses routinely rely on discussion as a way to engage students with course material and
with one another. The purposes and modes of discussion can vary greatly, depending on the role of
and purposes for discussion in the online environment. Often, “discussion” becomes a short-hand
for student contributions – interpretive comments on course readings, peer feedback on projects
and papers, provocative questions intended to spur new ways of interacting with the instructor and
other students.


Choose the best tool for your goals: Although a threaded discussion tool might seem like
the only option for online discussions, many learning management systems also have other
tools, such as blogs, where students may share ideas and post comments in response to
others’ ideas. Depending on your goals for online engagement, you may find that students
are more likely to respond in deeper, more focused ways to individual student blog posts (or
other tools) than through threaded discussion boards.



Set clear expectations: Students need explicit information about how to engage in
discussion, not just what they need to do for discussion points. If you value substance and
quality over number and amount of comments or posts, make this visible to students by
describing the features of a high-quality contribution. For example, instead of telling
students to “post 3 comments on the discussion board by the deadline,” you might describe
what makes comments successful: “Responses should pose questions that lead to new
directions.”



Respond to student posts by directing them back to one another: Rather than responding
with your own ideas, encourage student-to-student interaction with responses like, “That
sounds similar to the comments made by X. What do the rest of you think? Are these points
the same or different? How so?”
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