
Center for Teaching & Learning

Promoting Active and 
Productive Online Discussions

J. Dickinson, CTL, Anthropology



Center for Teaching & Learning

Introductions

• Name, dept.

• Online classes you teach/will teach

• What brought you here today and what is your 
goal for today?
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Agenda for Today

• clarifying your learning goals for online discussion

• choosing the right online tool to meet those goals

• writing discussion assignments and prompts that 
promote good discussion

• strategies for assessing student contributions to 
discussions

Goal:  Leave with usable ideas and prompts for 
improving discussion in your online class(es)
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Clarifying your goals
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Why have online discussion?
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Have a mix of goals

• Some goals for discussion are closely related to 
assessing students’ grasp of the material

• Other goals are related to students’ ability to 
apply concepts, build models, complete projects 
etc.

• Still other goals relate to building community, 
and developing skills related to collaboration, 
communication, or critical engagement with 
others
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Why do goals matter?

…because your end goals will shape how you 
structure, manage and assess the quality and 
productivity of discussion in your course.
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The right tool for the job…
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Common discussion tools:

• Discussion board

• Facebook group

• Slack

• Blogs (Blogger; Wordpress)

• Wikis (may be used for discussion, or to gather 
examples or work that promotes discussion)

• Other ideas?
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Forum set up

• Do you want students to post before seeing other 
students’ posts?

• Do you want to ask the main questions, or have 
students responsible for posing questions?

• Do you want students to be able to “subscribe” to 
threads?

• Do you want groups to have their own (group) 
discussion boards?
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Promoting good online discussions:  
structures and prompts

(The hard part)
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Define “Active” and “Productive”

• What are signs that active discussion in occurring 
in your online class?

• What are signs that productive discussion are 
occurring in your class?
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Define “Active” and “Productive”

• What are signs that active discussion is occurring in your 
online class?
• Quantity of posts
• Long threads
• Responses to responses within threads

• What are signs that productive discussion is occurring in 
your class?
• Students indicate that they have altered their thinking
• Discussions move beyond repeating what individuals wrote in 

their assignments; students feel comfortable sharing important 
but personal or controversial views

• There is evidence that students are using critical thinking in their 
discussions

• There is evidence that other pedagogical goals (e.g. collaboration; 
building community) are being met
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Before you assign, think grading

• Be as clear as possible about how different types 
of discussion posts contribute to students’ 
grades and how they will be assessed.

• Many students appreciate guidelines like 
minimum post length, description of 
“substantive” contributions, and feedback on 
how to improve their contributions.

• A rubric can help students (and you) understand 
what you are looking for.  
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“The Basics”

• Be a presence on the discussion board (but not an 
dominating one)

• Use prompts on the discussion board; open-ended 
questions with many possible “correct” answers are best

• Require students to respond to a certain number of 
classmate posts with substantive comments

• Allow students to leverage personal experience BUT hold 
them accountable for relating it to course materials

• Scaffold discussion with individual assignments or 
preparation tasks, e.g. have students do a response to a 
reading or find information, then share or summarize and 
discuss that on the discussion board
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4 Tips for enhancing discussion
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Tip #1:  Have a warmup

• Devote one thread or forum in a unit to a warmup 
question or exercise

• If possible, have students offer examples, and maybe 
even give an example yourself.  

• Use this to get students thinking about the topic and 
engaged.  If your class is content-heavy, try giving 
them a real-world example to speculate on, puzzle 
over and discuss.  The “answer” to the puzzle can be 
returned to when they have learned enough content 
to “solve” it. Help them connect to the content as 
more than just something to memorize
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Tip #2:  Give them something to
work with
• Provide examples, elicit examples, have students 

post examples in a blog

• Give them tasks that require them to have done 
the reading – e.g. posting a quote or 
summarizing an example from the reading

• Divide them into groups with related but not 
identical tasks – have them work in a group, then 
have everyone post about and discuss the group 
work in a full-class forum
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Get an idea…

Think about your own course.  

What kind of puzzle, question, example or task 
would serve as a good warmup for one of your 
modules?

Write down ideas for 5 minutes.  Then put a 
“star” next to the one or two “best” ideas. 
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Tip #3:  Follow up

• Be a model of the kind of questioning and thinking 
you want to see in your students

• Summarize, fill gaps, bring in other aspects of the 
course

• If everyone has posted one “dead end” example and 
the discussion has not gone where you want it to, 
“re-prompt” by summarizing and pushing them to 
do more – find a pattern in their answers, think of 
something that wasn’t covered etc.
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Tip #4 Find your style

• Some faculty are very involved in discussions, while 
others hang back as observers

• Remember that you do have a role as a facilitator, 
just as you would in the classroom – even if you have 
a “hands off” style that allows students autonomy, 
they need to know that you are present

• Take opportunities to model critical thinking by 
asking questions and providing frameworks to push 
their analyses further
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Remember, good prompts:

• Are open-ended

• Can not be answered definitively by any one 
person

• Prompt discussion because people are interested 
in finding out what others have to say and 
responding to them

• Scaffold or provide support/structure to help 
students “get to” the level of analysis or creative 
thinking you are aiming for
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Now get an idea…

Think of a specific unit or activity in a class you 
have taught or will be teaching.  Choose:

• A warmup activity

• An assignment using course materials

• OR an assignment focused on other students’ 
work.

Write down several ideas for the type of activity 
you chose.
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Write a prompt

Look at your list and choose the one you feel most 
able to write right now.

Do a quick draft of a prompt.  Take 5 minutes, 
then share with a neighbor or the group.
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Assessing Discussion
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Incentivize participation

There may be one or more different 
incentives for students to actively engage in 
discussion in an online class:

• Make discussion “interesting”

• Make discussion “worthwhile”

• Make discussion worth a significant 
portion of students’ grade (usually 10% or 
more) 
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Assessment options

It is best to assess both quality and quantity of 
discussion postings.

You may want to separate “required” discussion 
assignments from “free discussion of related 
topics/themes” or “discussion of examples”

Having a mix of both in your class can help keep 
things lively, just like having a mix of different 
kinds of discussion activities and themes in a face 
to face class keeps students engaged.
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“Scoring” Discussion Postings

Ask:  What KIND of posts are you grading?

• Consider separating the grades for “prepared posts” and 
“participation posts”

• “Prepared posts” function as assignments where students 
prepare responses, solutions, examples or present ideas

• “Participation” posts are more like in-class discussion and 
involve responding to other students or instructor prompts 
that don’t require a structured, prepared answer



Center for Teaching & Learning

Grading Different Kinds of Posts

• Prepared posts
• Have clearly stated guidelines, like an assignment
• Involve providing structured responses to the question or prompt
• Are usually longer than participation posts, sometimes with more 

than one “part”
• Usually require demonstrated understanding and/or application 

of course materials, and can be graded based on that level of 
understanding 

• Participation posts
• React to, or motivate reactions from fellow students
• Should be graded on interactivity and ability to prompt discussion 

with contributions
• Demonstrate engagement with class topics, materials and fellow 

students, but are usually not graded on the “correctness” of the 
student’s contributions or answers
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Online Participation Rubric?

• http://www.uwgb.edu/catl/files/workshops/busi
ness/samplerubrics.pdf

• https://topr.online.ucf.edu/index.php/Discussion
_Rubrics

• https://onlinelearning.rutgers.edu/faq/grading-
threaded-discussions-model

http://www.uwgb.edu/catl/files/workshops/business/samplerubrics.pdf
https://topr.online.ucf.edu/index.php/Discussion_Rubrics
https://onlinelearning.rutgers.edu/faq/grading-threaded-discussions-model
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