Ev'rybody'sTalkin’:
Give Online
Discussions a
Chance
….
and peace, too

https://www.flickr.com/photos/gforsythe/8186356402

the challenge of engaging
students in authentic, timely,
collaborative online discussions
in all disciplines

Guidelines for
Online
Discussion
Forums
And what students need to know about them

Address Course
Outcomes
Students need to know that discussions help them meet
targeted course outcomes

Motivate Students
to Engage
Students need to know that discussions are interesting,
relevant, and meaningful and that invite disagreement as a
way to facilitate robust interaction and engagement.

Nurture a Strong
Sense of
Community
Students need to know that discussions help them feel like a
part of a learning community especially for but not limited to
socio-emotional courses

Inclusive
Students need to know that discussions provide a safe space
for all participants and not just the few extroverted students
typically active in a face to face setting

Relevant
Students need to know that discussions are connected to reallife scenarios and not just textbook cases only

Promote Critical
Thinking
Students need to know that discussions address all levels of
thinking but especially higher order thinking by asking
analytical, synthetical, and evaluative questions.

st
Utilize 21 Century

Skills
Students need to know that discussions utilize not only
technological skills but also skills in information literacy,
cooperation and collaboration, initiative, and social
responsibility.

Attend to Issues of
Global and Cultural
Awareness
Students need to know that discussions demonstrate an
understanding of how environmental, social, cultural,
economic and political factors impact the world.

Attend to Issues of
Social Equity
Students need to know that discussions are fair and
respectful. This includes clear expectations for conducting,
moderating, and grading discussions using rubrics or other
forms of criteria dissemination.

Advantages of Asynchronous Online Discussions for Students
• Convenient
• Develop content knowledge
• Promote student-centered learning (Buckley, 2011)
• Allow students to work as co-investigators
• Allow students to interpret and draw their own
conclusions

• Allow students to gain context for their own perspective
• Provide time for reflection (Beuchot and Bullen, 2005)
• Result in more in-depth and reasoned responses
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Advantages of Asynchronous Online Discussions for Instructors
• Address targeted course outcomes
• Provide opportunities to interact with students
• Provide opportunities for regular student feedback
• Provide opportunities to guide student learning
• Provide time for reflection
• Manageable to grade
• Convenient
• Build it once and use it many times
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What administrators, instructors, and students are saying about online
discussions…..

The online revolution
offers intriguing
opportunities for
broadening access to
education. But, so far, the
evidence shows that
poorly designed courses
can seriously shortchange
the most vulnerable
students.
(New York Times, 2013)

I feel regular, not
necessarily every week
but frequently, online
discussions are a useful
tool to promote critical
thinking and application
of topics learned in a
course. They also help to
create a sense of being a
member of a class and
promote participation.
S. Barrett (MCC)

I found it annoying in the
beginning to post
responses to other
postings, but as the
semester progressed
more interesting
reflections and examples
were posted, so I found
myself replying to many
more postings from
peers. (Szabo & Schwartz,
2011, p. 88)
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Creating Discussions
Graded or ungraded
Create smaller groups or subgroups for study
Student generated and facilitated
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Walking Whales Discussion
For your first discussion assignment, you will choose one of the changes (adaptations) that occurred in the
evolution of whales from terrestrial mammals, and explain how that change was an adaptation to an aquatic
life. You may need to do some independent research to round out your idea, and then post a brief description
and explanation of your example, with proper citation of your source(s). A well-written short paragraph (4-6
sentences) is expected, and you can use standard APA format for your citation. Make sure you use reliable,
reputable sources. You also need to reply to at least one of your classmates' post - this reply must be a
thoughtful extension, additional example, etc., to their topic. Please note that a simple "how interesting" or
"good post" is NOT a sufficient reply.
Remember, for discussion assignments initial posts must be made within 48 hours of the module opening
(therefore by Wednesday 9am) to earn full credit (also noted in the assignment rubric).
-S. Barrett (Evolutionary Biology)

FIRST: Watch this ARC video. (Pay attention to the questions in the feed since they will inform your
responses to the main discussion question. https://www.politics-prose.com/video/five-days-atmemorial
THEN respond to the question(s) in the group discussion. (These comments are graded.)
QUESTION: Extreme events like Hurricanes Katrina and Sandy as well as the Haiti earthquake often
crystallize moral dilemmas. The doctors at Memorial Hospital had a dilemma on their hands with
240 patients waiting to be rescued from a facility surrounded by water, with no power, and no way
out except by helicopter. The extreme heat and humidity was making life unbearable for everyone
but especially the most seriously ill. The doctors, nurses, and other health professionals at
Memorial had no training in this kind of hurricane disaster response, so they came up with a plan
on their own.
What do you think of the way the health professionals responded to the situation? Were their
actions morally justified?
See rubric for criteria.
- M. Ambrose (Ethical Dilemmas)

Practicing Your Planning Skills

After reading Chapter 6, practice your planning skills by responding to the following:

1.Set at least one short-term goal and one long-term goal for a particular area of your personal life such as academics, career preparation, family,
hobbies, etc. Pay attention to the characteristics of a SMART goal (links to an external site.) For example, instead of, "to be the world’s leading provider
of ice cream," try this instead: "to increase our share of the world ice cream market to 15% by the end of 2020."
2.For each goal, write a brief plan for achieving the goal. Think in terms of what you will have to do to accomplish each. For example, if one of your
academic goals is to improve your grade-point average, what will you have to do to reach it?
3.What type of control process will you use to monitor your progress toward your goals? Be specific—for example, how will you measure/track your
progress? Hint: Review section 6.5 in the textbook.
4. In your replies to classmates, address either of the following:
•Critique one of their goals according to the SMART guidelines. How could they re-write their goal more effectively?
•Provide feedback and suggestions regarding one of their strategies (question 2) or controls (question 3). Is their strategy or control process sound?
Do you see another alternative?
Respond to the discussion question(s) above by Wednesday at 11:59 PM, and reply to at least two of your classmates by Sunday at 11:59 PM. Postings
made after the discussion end date will not be accepted. Review Online Discussion Grading and Guidelines for expectations and grading criteria.

Instructions
1. Watch the video about British imperialism and complete the associated assignment. You should
have already done it.
2. Watch my mini-lecture about the motivations for European imperialism.
3. Go through the provided materials in the module, especially, "Should We Be Proud of the British
Empire"
4. When you are ready, click 'Reply' and answer the prompt. Your answer should be 2-3 paragraphs.
Assess the following statement: European imperialism, while harsh, made the world a better place.
Prompt: Explain the most important motivations for European imperial expansion in Asia & Africa in the
late nineteenth century. Why were Europeans so eager to take the benefits of “civilization” to the people
of Asia & Africa? In the end, has European imperialism made the world a better place?
Once you have posted your response please reply substantively to one of your classmate's posts. Do
you agree with what your classmate wrote? How so or how not? Please ask them a question about
their post.
-J. Schreier (History)

Student
Generated
Questions
FIRST: Listen to the story Yellow and Pink http://www.ancientfaith.com/podcasts/frederica/yellow_and_pink
NEXT: Free Write: After listening to this book, spend 4-5 minutes free writing. Write whatever comes into your mind even if it
is "I can't think of anything to write." Eventually you will move beyond that thought. Write consistently for the whole time
without picking up your pen from the paper. Let the words flow. When the time is up, go back and review what you have
written. What emerges from your writing?
NEXT: Formulate a discussion question based on your free writing.
THEN: Write a short answer to your question (about 350+ words) including excerpts from the book as well as pertinent
references you found. (You should have TWO separate references.) While this is not a term paper nor a comprehensive
analysis, it is a thoughtful reflection on a question with evidence to support an assertion.
LAST: Read and respond to others in the discussion forum.
See rubric for specific criteria.
-M. Ambrose (Introduction to Philosophy)

Student Generated
and Moderated
Discussion

General Directions: In this project you will conduct an online discussion with your group on a film of your
choice based on a question you create.
FIRST: Choose a film from the list and watch it in its entirety even if you have already seen it.
NEXT: Choose a theme and write a provocative philosophical discussion question and present it to the
group. (with movie background, pertinent philosophical information, and a film clip.)
THEN: Moderate your discussion by addressing student comments and questions. Use your follow-up
questions if needed.
LAST: Conclude your discussion when you feel it is at a natural end by leaving the group with something
to ponder.
-M. Ambrose (Introduction to Philosophy)

In terms of student feedback, I try to participate and
moderate within the actual discussion, so as to reach the
entire class – sometimes with a clarification, an important
point, a question to lead to further discussion, etc.
-S. Barrett (MCC)

Managing Discussions
Participate with students
Assign discussion roles
Group students
Thread replies
Allow students to attach files/photos/videos
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Grading Discussions
Interactive Rubrics
Submission Comments (text, audio, video)
Conferences
23

Criteria
Initial comment incorporates quotes,
examples, and explanation from the book as
well as the pertinent scholarly texts. You must
include at least two sources other than the
picture book itself. Sources must be reliable
and should not include blogs or dictionary
entries.
Comments are substantial, logical, and
succinct.
Initial comment includes reference to reliable
sources in a Works Cited page at the
bottom/end of the answer.
Initial post is at least 300-350 words. This does
not value quantity over quality - rather it gives
a general guideline for a substantial response.

Ratings

6

4
2
2

Student makes at least two follow up
comments addressing other student's posts.
(This should be more than “great job” or
“interesting idea.”)

2

Initial comment is posted within 48 hours of
the deadline to allow other students to
respond.

2

Points Earned

I have tried, a few times, a follow-up in the form
of an announcement the following week, a sort
of summary of the big points and a few
mentions of excellent posts. This is something I
plan on applying much more consistently.
-S. Barrett (MCC)

Following Up on Discussions
Shout-Outs
Students respond to previous discussions
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Shout-Out for Yellow and Pink
Despite what you may have thought at first glance, this story is not just for kids. One student said it was cute and quirky. I think it’s brilliant in its ambiguity! That's why I
love it for the purpose of initiating a philosophical discussion.
Some of your questions:
How did people in ancient societies explain their existence?
How can science and religion co-exist?
Why do we believe in a power higher than ourselves?
Is our existence a miracle?
Is religion always supernatural?

IMPORTANT NOTE: there is a difference between evolution and chance (or accident)……….
Some students assumed that the man who shambled over was the creator of Yellow and Pink. And, that certainly could have been the case although one could argue
that he was just retrieving them for the artist who carved and painted them. But, more importantly, many imbued the creator with a god-like quality which may not be
true at all. Some use this as a confirmation of their belief in God the Creator, but there could be another explanation. The universe could certainly have been initiated by
a force or a being that is not decidedly god-like. Kevin posits that “If there is a thing that we do not understand, it (not knowing) creates a sort of chaos that we, as a
species, want to avoid. So, here’s the idea… if we introduce a higher being as an answer for what we don’t understand, we create an explanation. We now have an
answer to a question that we otherwise cannot answer.”
………… I guess one must be open-minded since the idea of intelligent design may not be so far-fetched after all. In a Boston Globe article in 2016, Jacob Haqq-Misra
suggested, “…. there are other alternative ideas that can explain the origin of life on Earth. One needn’t be actively religious, or even reject evolution, to consider the
possibility of intelligent design. That intelligence could have originated not on some spiritual plane whose existence can never be proven but simply elsewhere in the
cosmos.”
Katie suggested the dichotomy between science and religion might be a false one since both are religions with devout followers who are awe-inspired by their
revelations……….
Anthony cited the writings of John Locke, who differentiated faith and reason. ………
Finally, several students raised the question of freedom. Do we really have a free will or is it just a delusion? Is God the creator and manipulator of our actions or do we
have independence of thought? We’ll explore that in the next module, so stay tuned!
Worth noting: William Steig, the author/illustrator of this book, had no particular agenda in writing this book .....

What Does the Data Indicate?

Walking Whales Discussion
For your first discussion assignment, you will choose one of the changes (adaptations) that occurred in the
evolution of whales from terrestrial mammals, and explain how that change was an adaptation to an aquatic
life. You may need to do some independent research to round out your idea, and then post a brief description
and explanation of your example, with proper citation of your source(s). A well-written short paragraph (4-6
sentences) is expected, and you can use standard APA format for your citation. Make sure you use reliable,
reputable sources. You also need to reply to at least one of your classmates' post - this reply must be a
thoughtful extension, additional example, etc., to their topic. Please note that a simple "how interesting" or
"good post" is NOT a sufficient reply.
Remember, for discussion assignments initial posts must be made within 48 hours of the module opening
(therefore by Wednesday 9am) to earn full credit (also noted in the assignment rubric).
-S. Barrett (Evolutionary Biology)

EVOLUTIONARY BIOLOGY
Number of Students

Number of Meaningful Posts

60
48

50

40
30
20
10
0
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Practicing Your Planning Skills

After reading Chapter 6, practice your planning skills by responding to the following:

1.Set at least one short-term goal and one long-term goal for a particular area of your personal life such as academics, career preparation, family,
hobbies, etc. Pay attention to the characteristics of a SMART goal (links to an external site.) For example, instead of, "to be the world’s leading provider
of ice cream," try this instead: "to increase our share of the world ice cream market to 15% by the end of 2020."
2.For each goal, write a brief plan for achieving the goal. Think in terms of what you will have to do to accomplish each. For example, if one of your
academic goals is to improve your grade-point average, what will you have to do to reach it?
3.What type of control process will you use to monitor your progress toward your goals? Be specific—for example, how will you measure/track your
progress? Hint: Review section 6.5 in the textbook.
4. In your replies to classmates, address either of the following:
•Critique one of their goals according to the SMART guidelines. How could they re-write their goal more effectively?
•Provide feedback and suggestions regarding one of their strategies (question 2) or controls (question 3). Is their strategy or control process sound?
Do you see another alternative?
Respond to the discussion question(s) above by Wednesday at 11:59 PM, and reply to at least two of your classmates by Sunday at 11:59 PM. Postings
made after the discussion end date will not be accepted. Review Online Discussion Grading and Guidelines for expectations and grading criteria.

BUSINESS COURSE
Number of Students

Number of Meaningful Posts

60

49
50

40
30
20
10
0

16

Instructions
1. Watch the video about British imperialism and complete the associated assignment. You should
have already done it.
2. Watch my mini-lecture about the motivations for European imperialism.
3. Go through the provided materials in the module, especially, "Should We Be Proud of the British
Empire"
4. When you are ready, click 'Reply' and answer the prompt. Your answer should be 2-3 paragraphs.
Assess the following statement: European imperialism, while harsh, made the world a better place.
Prompt: Explain the most important motivations for European imperial expansion in Asia & Africa in the
late nineteenth century. Why were Europeans so eager to take the benefits of “civilization” to the people
of Asia & Africa? In the end, has European imperialism made the world a better place?
Once you have posted your response please reply substantively to one of your classmate's posts. Do
you agree with what your classmate wrote? How so or how not? Please ask them a question about
their post.
-J. Schreier (History)

HISTORY COURSE
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Student
Generated
Questions
FIRST: Listen to the story Yellow and Pink http://www.ancientfaith.com/podcasts/frederica/yellow_and_pink
NEXT: Free Write: After listening to this book, spend 4-5 minutes free writing. Write whatever comes into your mind even if it
is "I can't think of anything to write." Eventually you will move beyond that thought. Write consistently for the whole time
without picking up your pen from the paper. Let the words flow. When the time is up, go back and review what you have
written. What emerges from your writing?
NEXT: Formulate a discussion question based on your free writing.
THEN: Write a short answer to your question (about 350+ words) including excerpts from the book as well as pertinent
references you found. (You should have TWO separate references.) While this is not a term paper nor a comprehensive
analysis, it is a thoughtful reflection on a question with evidence to support an assertion.
LAST: Read and respond to others in the discussion forum.
See rubric for specific criteria.
-M. Ambrose (Introduction to Philosophy)

PHILOSOPHY COURSE
Number of Students

Number of Meaningful Posts

30
24

25
20
15

11
10
5
0

What Does the Data Indicate?

Intentional Design Matters!
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Questions?
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THANK YOU
Mare Ambrose
Jesse Schreier
508-384-1387 (Mare)
508-588-9100 x-1614 (Jesse)
mambrose3@Massasoit.mass.edu
jschreier@Massasoit.mass.edu

