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Discussion in Higher Ed
Its not just for days you don’t have a lecture planned…..



Opening Discussion – Q1

• You all have some experience in Higher Ed: In what way has 
discussion been important to your learning so far? 



Opening Discussion – Q2

• How do you expect Discussion to be different for you as you enter 
your graduate level classes?



Leading Discussion



Leading Discussion: 
Planning and Outcomes



How to plan a discussion

• Define the outcomes you want to achieve
• Use Bloom’s Taxonomy to plan higher-order discussion (using 2001 Revised 

levels)

• Consider how to help achieve those outcomes through discussion and 
discovery
• What questions will you ask? 
• Do you know the answer already?
• Is this a question whose answer you expect everyone to agree with?
• What questions will follow from this question?



My Goals for Opening Discussion

• Outcomes I planned to try to achieve with the opening discussion
• Q1:
• (social presence)Engage everyone in the room at least once. Get everone

used to the idea of talking in this environment and comfortable with me as a 
speaker
• (topic)Develop a baseline of what value we see in classroom discussion. Reach 

an understanding that students learn more when they’re part of the 
exploration of a topic, not passive listeners to a lecture, especially when the 
topics are not purely technical

• Q2
• (topic)Explore the idea that the expectations of their own engagement have 

changed now that students are in graduate school



Leading Discussion: 
Facilitating Interaction



Create a Safe Space

• All of your students need to feel safe and welcome to speak up
• Build trust and establish boundaries early
• Do you want to create rules? What are some rules you’ve experienced in the 

past?



Listening

• Listening is critical for a successful discussion
• Why?

• Catch yourself not listening and refocus



Validating Student Contributions

• Remember that speaking can feel risky for some students
• Validate the effort, even if their answer is not what you expected
• How might you do that?



Getting out of the way

• The ideal is for students to interact with students, which means you 
stop being the center of the conversation
• Step in when you need to
• How much freedom can you give them?



Monopolizers

• Some participants have a lot to say
• When is it okay for one speaker to speak a lot?
• When is it a problem?

• How do you move on to other speakers?
• “Great. Thanks. Next?”
• “Lets hear from someone else”



Letting Go of your Objectives

• Sometimes, discussion goes in unexpected directions
• Decide if the new direction is constructive
• If yes, can you roll with it and make it work?
• If no, change direction and refocus on your objective gently



Be Kind

• Be kind to your students. Listen to them carefully to understand how 
they understand the concepts – so you can help shape that 
understanding
• Be kind to yourself. Discussion is messy, complicated, and chaotic. 
• For experienced instructors it can go off the rails easily. It will for you too.
• That isn’t the end of the world. Regroup, refocus, return to your objectives 

when you can, without crushing student enthusiasm



Discussion in Online Classes



Understand the Tools

• Goals-based tool choice
• Tools available to you
• Discussion boards (idea development, sharing, and testing)
• Wikis (collaborative creation of a product or a set of ideas)
• Journals (private reflection)
• Blogs (Sharing, development of argument)

• Using the groups tool
• Techniques for the Bb Discussion Board tool
• Controlling threads
• Picking the core value for the experience



Discussion Board Tool

• Can allow students to start new threads, but doesn’t require it.
• Can force students to wait until they make a posting before they see 

other postings, but doesn’t require it.
• Can allow anonymous posting, allow users to delete/edit their own 

posts, and rate other people’s posts, but doesn’t require it.
• Can be linked to other areas in Blackboard, including directly in the 

menu.
• Can be graded, but doesn’t require it.
• You can block people from general discussions, and can show 

discussions to people who can’t post to them.



Groups
• Can be randomly assigned or you can set them up manually.
• But random assignment doesn’t account for late enrollees.
• Hint: use only one group a semester (or at most, 2)

• Blogs, wikis, and journals can be set up for grading with the group 
setup.
• Discussion board grading has to be set up individually.
• You can create links to the group inside a module, but those will break 

when you roll the course over. They must be removed from term-to-
term if you re-do your groups.
• Group enrollment has to be redone each semester.
• You can’t edit “group description” once you set it up, so be careful.



Effective use of discussions
• What is your goal for the discussion? Do your assignment and your 

tool match what you want to see from you students?
• Does your grading match your goals for student output?
• Are you giving your students too much freedom and not enough 

guidance?
• Are you giving your students too much guidance and not enough 

freedom?
• Are you providing interim due dates?  
• Are you interacting? Are prepared to interact? 
• Have you been unhappy with discussions in the past?



Putting it all together
Hybrid, multithreaded discussion



Blending Face to Face and Online

• What are the advantages of face-to-face discussion
• What are the advantages of Online discussion
• How might you use both in the same class? 



Advantages of Face-to- Face instruction

• Very difficult to cheat at classroom discussion
• Authentic engagement is clear
• Seems nearly effortless (but that’s deceptive)



Advantages of Online Discussion

• Students have time to think and reflect before responding
• All students can be required to contribute at a minimum level
• Grading is easier and more concrete than in-class discussion
• It can be easier to manage behavior problems



Can you use both in the same class?

• What might that look like? 



Questions & Thank you

• Me:  John Jones, john.jones@wichita.edu, x7751. 

• Questions? 

mailto:john.jones@wichita.edu

