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Enhancing Your Courses 
With Online Discussions

[image: image14..pict]Using Etudes Forums

[image: image15..pict][image: image16..pict]

Table of Contents

1Chapter 1: Why Use Online Discussions?

Understanding Threaded Online Discussions
1
Educational Objectives
2
Benefits of Using Online Discussions
3
Chapter 2: Using the DCForum Tool
7
Organizational Structure
7
Navigation
8
Logging In
8
Posting Topics
9
Posting Replies
10
Editing Topics and Replies
11
Making Forums Protected
11
Tracking Messages
12
Private Messages
13
Managing Membership/Accounts
13
Topic Management
15
Forum Archives
16
More Advanced Features
17
Chapter 3: Communication Strategies
18
Network Etiquette
19
Suggestions for Clear Communication
20
Chapter 4: Teaching Strategies
22
Developing a Sense of Community
22
Setting the Tone
22
Grading and Assessment
24
Chapter 5: Creating an Assignment
29



Chapter 1: Why Use Online Discussions?

Understanding Threaded Online Discussions

A message or bulletin board is an asynchronous communication tool – students do not need to be logged on to a computer at the same time in order to participate.  A discussion board is a place for students and instructors to communicate by posing questions and writing answers. A discussion board extends the classroom boundaries by allowing students to continue in-class discussions or start new discussions in an online environment. 

Discussion lists are usually "threaded.” In a threaded discussion, messages about a particular topic are grouped together, making discussions easy to follow. Users are able to reply and associate their message with a specific message already posted. This is unlike email, where messages are usually displayed according to the date/time they were written, which makes conversations difficult to follow. 

Viewing Messages

In Etudes, you view messages by first clicking on the Forum you want to view and then by clicking on the topic you want to read. You can choose to sort the topics by topic, author or date.
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Educational Objectives

When thinking about incorporating a discussion list into a course, it is important to keep in mind the following two primary questions:

1. What are your educational objectives/strategies for your class? Once you have a list of your educational objectives, you can begin to look at the use of new technology tools, such as discussion lists, to see how they might enhance your objectives.

2.
Which of those objectives can be met by using a discussion list? 

Here are some possible objectives you may wish to consider when using discussion lists in your classes:

1. Offer more options for students with different learning styles. 

2. Create more meaningful interactions between the student and the instructor, as well as with others students. A student who participates electronically in a guided, threaded online discussion will almost certainly experience a richer interaction than that provided by a single question and answer in a traditional classroom.

3. Enable all students to participate including:

· The shy person

· The reflective thinker

· The disabled student

· The working student

· The distance-learning student

4.
Offer your students more opportunities to use the language of your discipline by requiring regular participation in electronic discussions.

5.
Encourage the development and growth of the learning community through the use of student collaboration and group work.

6.
Encourage your students to identify, use and share community resources.

7.  Offer students opportunities to deepen their learning through exchanges with others, explaining, clarifying, and defending their ideas.

8.   Allow the instructor to shape and guide discussion around key concepts and involve ALL (not just the loudest or most vocal).
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Benefits of Using Online Discussions

Here are some examples of how you can use asynchronous online communication tools to enhance the learning environment.

1.  Group projects can be assigned, and students can participate as never before. Community college students, unlike dormitory college students, are not easily able to physically get together for group work on activities that promote learning communities.  Community college students may

· Have jobs and/or long hours,

· Have long commute times,

· Have family demands,

· Not be able to come at traditional class times.

2.
Asynchronous online tools allow students to collaborate at any time—day or night—in traditional or distance classes, at times suited to their schedules. They can also participate in discussions when they are inspired (i.e. not just during scheduled hours).

3.
Online resources can easily be shared quickly and accurately. Most online programs allow URLs (web addresses) pasted into the text of the message to be clickable.  If the complete URL is included in a message to a group, any member of the group can click on it and access the resource. 

4.
Instructors and students will feel less anxious about time "lost" when a class is cancelled. Instructors can warn students about the cancellation beforehand and provide ideas for alternative activities.

5.
Students who are more comfortable writing than speaking up in class may become more visible in online groups. These students will say things online that they might not otherwise share in the traditional classroom, usually because they have time to reflect and articulate. For example, students with disabilities (as well as ESL students because of their accents and pronunciation) sometimes feel uncomfortable in face-to-face discussions. They are often hesitant for fear of calling attention to themselves in the classroom; these students are often more verbal in online discussions.

6.
Students in need can be identified by their participation (or lack of participation), and personalized attention can be given to them.

7.  Communications can extend well beyond the physical limits of the classroom. Students from all over the world can join to discuss topics of common interest without regard to differences in time zones. You can invite guest speakers to participate in your discussions. You could also have discussions with students from a different community college.


8.   Quantity and quality of discussion can be increased because students have time to reflect and refine their ideas and words, and because they have less fear of embarrassment when participating online. If discussions are set up and run carefully, more students will say more and the discussion will be deeper. Even instructors who are great facilitators have trouble getting a feeling for what most students know an feel from a f2f discussion. Discussion lists allow teachers to hear more from more students and ask for clarification and expansion from all or any individuals (an unlikely scenario in a f2f discussion).

Use the following space to add other benefits that may occur to you. Be as detailed as you like. 
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Extending Classroom Discussions

Often, classroom discussions are at their most intense and compelling just as time runs out.  As groans of frustration fill the air, both instructor and students wish there were ways to extend the discussion time. Online tools allow this to happen and, because the content is already established in class, additional relevant readings or resources can be assigned to improve and raise the level of discussion. Consider this example:
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By using online discussion, we have the additional benefit of providing an alternative, more comfortable forum for reflective thinkers and students who are uncomfortable contributing in a classroom situation.

Chapter 2: Using the DCForum Tool

The DCForum software is an add-on tool that works seamlessly with the Etudes software.  

Organizational Structure

There are four parts to the organizational structure of the DCForum tool: Conference, Forum, Topics and Replies.

[image: image19..pict]Forums are organized into conferences based on themes. For instance, an instructor could have a conference called “Group Assignments.” Within the Group Assignments conference, there might be forums title “Group A,” “Group B” and “Group C.” And within each of these forums there would be topics for each group and replies to those topics. 

By default you have you have a Main Conference containing four forums set up in your Etudes shell. The forums are Announcements, Dialogue Chamber, Academic Forums and Student Exchange. There are currently no topics in your forums.
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Navigation

[image: image20..pict][image: image21..pict][image: image22..pict]The home page for your message board is considered the “Lobby” area. The easiest way to navigate through your forums and topics and back to the lobby is to use the Navigation Menu at the top of your message board window. When you’re in the lobby, the Navigation Menu only has the title Conferences in it.

[image: image23..pict]As you click on forums and topics, the Navigation Menu will build, providing a guide of links that show you the path you’ve taken. For instance, if I click on the Dialogue Chamber Forum and then click on the Topic “Homework Assignment #1,” my Navigation Menu will look like the image below:

Click on Conferences will always take you back to the Lobby.

Logging In

When your Etudes shell was created, you were give an administrative login name and passwords specifically for the forums. 


To log in:


1. Click the Login link in the top menu bar of the forum window. [image: image5.wmf]
2. Type your username and password in the designated boxes and click submit.

To Change Your Password:

1. Click the User Menu link in the top menu bar of the forum window. [image: image6.wmf]
2. Click Change Your Password.

3. Type your old and new password in the designated boxes and click Submit. 

Posting Topics

When you want to create a new topic within a forum, follow these steps:

1. If you have not already done so, log in. This is different than your login for your Etudes site. In the section “Make Forums Protected” we will discuss how you can force people to log in before participating in the message board.

2. Select the forum within which you want to create a topic (Announcements, Dialogue Chamber, Academic Forums, or Student Exchange).

3. [image: image24..pict]Click on the Post link/button in the user menu at the top of the message board window. 
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4. Fill out the form that appears.. 


TOPIC TYPE: This refers to the nature of your topic. The default is set to general.

NAME: This will be automatically filled in if you are logged into the forum.

SUBJECT: Try to type a very short, but descriptive subject line.

MESSAGE: Place the body of the message in the text area.

HTML formatting is allowed in the body by default. Some tags such as applets, embeds, and scripts are always stripped for security reasons.

To the left of the text area, there are quick links a html reference and emotion icon table (smilies). Once clicked, small reference guides will launch in a separate window. Note: Checking the box below the attachment area can disable the emotion icons. On some occurrences the text was inadvertently translated into an emotion icon image. (There is a known bug in this feature. The feature is currently inoperable). 

Attachments: User may attach documents( work, html, jpg, gif, zip, pdf) up to 120k. 

Preview: The preview options allows you to see exactly how the message will look when posted. Note: The reset button in the preview mode does not work. Use the browser back button to navigate out of preview mode to enable the reset button.

Post Message: This will post the new topic to your forum.

Reset: If you click this button, you will lose all the information previously written and a new form will appear.

5. Once you post your message, you will be taken back to the message board for the forum you were posting to and your topic will appear in the list. 

Posting Replies

Once this is a topic in a forum, others can now reply to that topic. To reply to a topic:

1. Log in if you have not already done so.

2. Open/click on the topic you wish to reply to.  

3. Click the Reply or Reply With Quote link in the lower right corner of the message window. Reply with quote means that the original message will appear in your reply window.
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4. Fill in the form that appears. This is identical to the form you used to create a new topic.

5. Preview your message if you’d like by clicking on the preview button at the bottom of the form.

6. Post your message by clicking on the post message button at the bottom of the form.

Editing Topics and Replies

You can edit any message you write. Additionally, as the administrator, you can edit any messages your students write.

Note: Edited messages are time stamped in red above the body of the message.

To edit a message:

1. Open/click on the message you wish to edit.

2. Click on the Edit link in the lower right corner of the message window.
3. Fill in the form that appears.
4. Post your message by clicking the Update Message button at the bottom of the form.
Making Forums Protected

There are four types of forums: 

· Public: Read/write access to all users registered and unregistered.

· Protected: Read/write access for registered users and read only access for unregistered users. 

· Restricted: Read/write access for registered members of your site – only those logged in can read messages.

· Private: Read/write access for registered members who have been individually granted access rights to the specified forum by the administrator (that’s you!). 

By default, your forums are public: any student that is registered to access your Etudes shell can read and reply to messages and post topics.

Since only members of your class can gain access to your forums, you do not need to worry about people outside of your class participating in your forums. However, for consistency and management purposes, you may want to require your students to have a separate registration for the forums (see Managing Membership/Accounts on page 13).

You may also choose to make only some of your forums protected or restricted.

In order to assure that only students who have a forum’s registration can post messages, you should protect or restrict your forums.

To Protect/Restrict Forums:

1. Log in to the Forum with your administration name and password.

2. Click the Admin link in your top toolbar.


3. Scroll down to the Forum Manager area in the right column.

4. Click on Modify a Forum.
5. Select the forum you want to make private or restricted by clicking on the radio button, then click Submit. 


6. In the Forum Type drop-down menu, select Private or Restricted. 
7. Click Submit this Form at the bottom of the page.

Tracking Messages

Forums use colored icons to distinguish between new and old or inactive messages. 

Yellow folders next to the icons indicate that there are new messages in that forum. Gray indicates that there are no new messages.

The same principle applies to the topic listing pages: The light blue notepad indicates a new topic or topic with new replies and the gray notepad indicates an old or previously viewed topic and reply.

Private Messages

You are encouraged to use the Private Message Center in Etudes instead of the private message center available with the DCForum software. 

However, it is a good idea to understand how new private messages within the DCForum tool are delivered. A small flying flag with the sender’s name is displayed when there is a new message in the user inbox. 

INSTERT IMAGE HERE

Clicking the new private message indicator link will bring the user directly to the message inbox. You must be logged in in order to use this feature. 

Managing Membership/Accounts

So that you may better track a student’s use of the discussion board, it is a good idea to ask the students to become members. This is a separate, additional logon name and password for their Etudes account. 

You can have your students become members, which is easier for you, or you can choose to create membership for your students. 

To Create a User Account

1. Click on the Admin Center link in the upper menu bar of your window.
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2. Select Create a new account from the User Manager area in the menu page that appears. A new user account form is displayed. 

3. Assign a username and password. They’re both case sensitive. 

4. Re-enter the password to verify the entry.

5. Select the user group level from the drop-down menu. 

a. Normal- user has access to posting and normal user menu functions.

b. Member- Has automatic access to all restricted forums and is eligible for access to private forums with Admin permission only. Member is the default user type.

c. Team- Same as Member but has an icon next to the username in postings. This user level could be used for TA’s who should stand out in the postings. 

d. Moderator – The Moderator is eligible to moderate forums and has limited access to the admin menu. Moderator is the recommended user level for Tas. 

e. Admin – The Admin has access to all levels in the DCForum Admin Center. One Admin (the instructor) is recommended for security reasons. 

6. Complete the rest of the form.

7. Select “ON” to activate the account. 

For Students to Create Accounts

Students can create their own accounts by clicking on the Please Register link in the upper right corner of the window. 

Students will automatically be Members (see User level explanations above).

Students can login to the forums by clicking the Login link in the upper menu of the window.
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Modifying User Accounts

You can use the Admin Center to change, remove, activate or deactivate a user account.

1. In the Admin Center, scroll down the table to the User Manager area.
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2. Click on one of the four options (Modify, Remove, Activity, or Deactivate).  A search form will appear.

3. Choose which field to search by clicking on the appropriate radio button.

4. Input the Search criteria and click Submit.
5. Choose the user name to be modified and click Submit. The appropriate form/dialogue box will appear depending on what you are doing, (modifying, removing, activating or deactivating)

6. Make the appropriate choices in the form/dialogue box and click Submit. 
Topic Management 

Topics are the “threads” within each forum. The Topic Manager allows the Admin/Moderator control over topics posted in the forum. 

To Access the Topic Manager

1. Click on the Admin link to access the Admin Center. 

2. Scroll down to the Topic Manager area.

3. Click the appropriate link:

· Unqueue Messages
If you choose to turn on Moderation Mode, access this menu to check messages that are waiting in the queue.

· Lock Topics
This disables further replying and editing to a topic. 

· Unlock Topics
This allows you to enable messages that were previously locked.

· Archive Topics
This choice will lock the topic and move it into an archive database.

· Move Topics
This choice will bring up a menu that allows you to move topics into another forum.

· Delete Topics
This selection will bring up a form that allows you to remove a topic completely. 

· Delete Messages
Allows for the removal of individual messages/replies rather than the entire topic.

· Delete Archives
Allows the admin to remove out-of-date archives. Note: You will not be able to recover these topics. 

Forum Archives

Archiving a topic (see previous section) places a read-only copy of the topic in an archive for that specific forum. Future students can read archived information but they cannot post in that area. Archiving topics in this manner is useful if you would like future courses to benefit from work in previous terms. 

To Access the Archives

1. Enter the forum that contains the archive.

2. Click the Archive link in the upper right corner.

3. Click the topic link to view the topic.

4. To search in the forum archive,  select the search icon from the user button menu. 

5. Fill in the parameters of the search and click Searn Now. 
Preparing for a New Term
Once you’ve used the DCForum tool for a course, you will need to spend some time preparing for the next term. Ideally, conferences and forums are structured to stay intact from term to term with topics/threads ad users being removed each term.

Removing Users

1. Enter the Admin Center and scroll down to User Manager.

2. Click on Remove User Accounts.

3. Leave the form that appears blank and click Submit.

4. A list of all your users will be displayed. Click the radio button next to the name of all the users you want to remove. Do not remove  the administrator/FGA Technical Support account.

5. Click Submit.

Delete Topics/Threads

If you want to completely remove a topic/thread rather than archiving, follow these steps. Once you delete a topic it is un-retrievable.

1. Enter the Admin Center and scroll down to Topic Manager.

2. Select Delete Topics.

3. Select the forum that contains topics you want to delete, then click Submit Form.

4. Check the box of the topic(s) to delete and click Select.

Deactivate a Previous Term’s Conferences

If you must save a term’s data, deactivating conferences is the recommended way to hide/manage conferences in the forum. All conferences stay intact for future usages and can be activated and/or deactivated when necessary.

1. Enter the Admin Center and scroll down to Conference Manager. 

2. Select Modify a Conference.

3. Click the radio button of the conference you want to deactivate and click Submit.

4. Click the Off radio button in the Conference Status field and click Select the Form.

5. Use the same process to re-activate a conference and turn it On. 
More Advanced Features 

There are quite a few other additional features available in the Forum tool. You can find out more about these features by visiting the forum tutorial available at  http://www.foothillglobalaccess.org/files/forum/forumtutorial3.html
Chapter 3: Communication Strategies

Different people have different communication styles.  When we think about communication styles, we usually think of oral communication— some people are vibrant talkers, some are quiet and introspective.  But we must also consider written communication styles, especially in courses where much of the discussion is written.  

Here are several important reasons why written communication is so much different from face-to-face communication:

•
We cannot use body language (e.g. folded arms, facial expressions) to give or receive clues about the context of what we read,

•
We cannot hear voice inflections (e.g. changes in tone, pauses) to pick up irony, humor, sarcasm or other tonal clues,

•
We cannot use props (e.g. books, pictures) to frame the discussion.

Thus, it is much easier to misunderstand meanings or to draw the wrong conclusion about a person based solely on their written communication. In written communication, some students may come across as cold and terse whereas others may seem very warm and bubbly.  However, it may be that the perceived cold and terse person is merely uncomfortable using email for the first time, he may just be in a hurry, he may have had a particularly trying day at work, or his style of writing may be “just the facts, ma’am." If he is fresh from a business communications course, he has probably been encouraged to use concise, clear language in order to avoid misunderstanding. Vague or abstract terms and extraneous information in business correspondence are discouraged as they might detract from the purpose of the message.

Therefore, students (and faculty) must be aware of different communication styles, and consider enriching electronic communications by including clues to clarify meanings. 

Faculty can do much at the outset of class to make students aware of these differences and to set the correct tone for class communication.  In many cases, the tone you take in your initial email assignment will be the one that students assume as well. 

A good way to model the behavior you desire in your students is to make active, visible use of the online tools yourself. 

1.
Respond to emails and private messages; a short message acknowledging receipt is often sufficient. 

2.
Use the discussion list at least regularly. 

3.
Assign specific tasks to students (e.g. respond to at least two discussion list threads). 

Students will be more active in their participation if they are aware that the instructor knows they are taking part and values their comments.

As an instructor, it is doubly important to accurately get your message across to the student. The way you communicate depends upon what you are trying to say and to whom you are trying to say it.  For example, you may use one technique when communicating an assignment to a class. You may use an entirely different technique when working behind the scenes to coach a student on how to give more diplomatic responses to classmates.

Network Etiquette 

Netiquette is short for Network Etiquette, a loosely defined code of behavior for communicating over the Internet. You can find numerous versions of rules that include such things as:

· Guidelines for posting messages.

· Suggestions for making messages clear.

· The use of emoticons, (combinations of characters which represent emotions), acronyms, or other ways of conveying emotion.  

Emoticons and Acronyms

Emoticons--also called Smileys--are designed to convey emotion.  Emoticons are made by combining letters and symbols on the keyboard.  Their purpose is to prevent misunderstanding and add some personality to messages. Here are some samples of common emoticons (tilt your head to the left to see the expressions!):

: - )
or 
: ) 
Smiley—most common.

; - )
or 
; ) 
Wink

: - 0
or 
: 0 
Gasp

: - ( 
or 
: ( 
Unhappiness

Acronyms are abbreviations that convey meaning quickly.   This is particularly beneficial for slow typists.  Here are some samples of common acronyms:

BRB
—
Be Right Back

BTW
—
By The Way

F2F
—
Face to Face

FAQ
—
Frequently Asked Question

FYI
—
For Your Information

IMO
—
In My Opinion

IMHO
—
In My Humble Opinion

IRL
—
In Real Life

LOL
—
Laughing Out Loud

ROTFL
—
Rolling On The Floor, Laughing

There are numerous sites covering these topics, many of which can be accessed by searching the Internet. We suggest that if you allow the use of emoticons and acronyms, you use them judiciously and that you distribute a list of those that may be used in your online discussions, so that students will be less apt to feel left in the dark about the meaning of postings.

Suggestions for Clear Communication

Encourage Planning and Preparation:

Encourage students to think before they send. As you begin to see your students’ first responses to the discussion list, you may notice a variety of ways students incorporate their work into electronic messages, not all of which make for easy reading, or for responding and grading!  Just as you needed to learn to clarify your assignments to your students, students also need guidance about how to create and refine their work so that it can be easily understood in this medium.

It will soon be apparent to students that communication for your class will require more thought and planning than dashing off a quick email to a friend. One of the easiest ways to help students compose is the use of a word processor.  A word processor allows students to compose, edit, format and check spelling and grammar.  Then, they simply go online, copy the material and paste it into the message. 

Here are some things for students to be aware of when they first use a word processor for composition:

•
It’s OK to have two applications (word processor and an online tool) open at same time and to copy from one and paste into the other. In fact, the safest, most accurate way for students to share web resources is to copy the URL from the web and paste it into their document. 

•
Material may lose formatting.  Students must be assured that you will be looking for content, not formatting, if that is your policy. 
•
Some characters may not transfer (i.e. symbols such as bullets).

•
There could be font problems—such problems can be avoided by using a common monospace font such as Courier, or fonts common to both Mac and PC such as Times or Arial.

Avoid “Flame” Wars

If students receive a “flame” (an angry or rude message) and are tempted to reply in kind, suggest that they first create a message offline. Advise them to set it aside until they can write another more reasoned response. (John Swensson, who teaches Critical Thinking courses at De Anza College, views this topic differently. He states that some of his best online discussions and learning are results of flaming! As usual, there is more than one "right" way to teach.)

Chapter 4: Teaching Strategies

Developing a Sense of Community

Just as you take the time on the first day of class to create a positive learning experience for your students, you should use your early online communications to create a sense of community among online students.

Setting the Tone
Much of what you do online is not that different from what you would do in the traditional classroom.  Setting the right tone, making students feel comfortable and safe, explaining proper ways to exchange views so that points can be made but feelings don’t get hurt or sensibilities offended are all things you do every day in your classrooms. The effective use of online tools presents the same types of challenges. 

As you think about structuring the environment of your online discussions, keep these points in mind: 
1.
The tone you take—whether it be formal, informal or conversational—will likely be the one most students will assume. 

2.
Remind students of your response time policy to avoid unrealistic expectations.

3.
Model effective postings and replies for students. Tell them what your standards are for good postings or replies. You could include some "starters" like "I agree with Joan because…" or "I disagree with Mike because…"

4.
Remind students to reply to posts in a timely fashion and make use of Netiquette to prevent misunderstandings. 

Effective guidelines for student online behavior can be stated quite simply as illustrated by the following posting, “Rules of the Road,” shared by Mary Kay Englen on De Anza College’s Distance Learning listserv:

There are certain rules that we ask everyone to follow so that everyone understands what is expected of him or her as a user of the list. We expect everyone to act like mature, intelligent adults, and to treat each other courteously. Pretend you’re all in a classroom together, and that your Mother or the instructor is watching. If you wouldn’t do something while you were in the same room as [that] person, please don’t do it here … 

Keep the Subject heading lines relevant. If the topic changes, change the SUBJECT line …

Modeling/Coaching

Lurking is an Internet term used to refer to those who read messages, but who don’t comment on them or engage in the conversation. The manner in which lurking occurs differs with the tool used. With email, teachers would instruct students to send copies of emails to them. Instructors would simply read postings when using discussion lists.

When lurking on discussion lists, you might post a question or discussion topic and then read and monitor student answers. If an unfavorable or unconstructive exchange occurs on the discussion lists, you could email the student who posted the message and coach them on a more appropriate posting. 

In the classroom, your behavior as you coach and facilitate discussions sets an example for students.  As you model the kinds of feedback or responses that are appropriate and coach or reword comments which, while correct, might be hurtful or ineffectual, students begin to understand and follow your example.  Online communication is no different.  Consider these two responses to a student.

Ineffective:

I don’t understand.

Effective:

In paragraph 3 you say . . . but in paragraph 4 you say . . . I don’t understand. Can you explain what you mean?

Should you coach in public to all students or in private behind the scenes? Just as in your “real” classroom, it depends. Public postings directed to the class are still part of the class and the normal rules of classroom deportment apply.  If someone swears or makes sexist or other inappropriate remarks, the situation must be dealt with right away.  It can be done privately by the instructor, but it must also be addressed publicly.  If not, other students will feel that such behavior is allowed because no message was sent to advise them otherwise.
Grading and Assessment

So, how exactly do you grade online discussions?  This, of course, will depend on how much the discussion list is part of the class and how often you intend to use it. Your grading philosophy can range from very simple (10 points/quarter given for participating in the online discussions at least 5 times) to very complex (1 point given for participating, 2 points given for a particularly insightful response, 3 points given for an enlightening new discussion). 

One of the most important concepts faculty and students discover is that online assignments (like other assignments) must be significant, must count, and missing them must have consequences. It is not uncommon for students and instructors to get frustrated when online assignments are used in a way that makes them seem peripheral and inconsequential.

You should provide a model of a high quality completed assignment so your students will know what to strive for.  Models posted on the class website can serve as ongoing references for your students.

Here are some possible criteria to consider when deciding how to value student contributions and assign points.

1.
Quality of contribution. For example, points will be given when:

•
The source of the idea is clearly stated.

•
The comment clearly and succinctly communicates the topic or issue.

2.
Level of participation. For example:

•
Participation is a requirement (Will one posting a week be sufficient?)

•
Posts will be counted and points will be awarded for them.

•
Points will be given to the person who starts another relevant thread (topic of conversation)

•
Points will be awarded to the first person to contribute to each topic.

•
Students who contribute relevant links will receive points.

Remember: Give yourself permission to make subjective decisions as to whether an entry is worthy of credit to avoid mindless “posting for points.” A contribution is more than "I agree;" it's "I agree with Catherine because …"

Add your own ideas for grading:




Setting Expectations

Quality of Assignments/Participation

As students get used to the idea of online time, one pitfall is the temptation of students to send rough drafts instead of polished work. Perhaps this is because students can work literally right up to the deadline and hit the send button; perhaps it is because we tend not to proofread online messages as carefully as we read printed material; perhaps students get used to sending draft quality material.

Here are some strategies to assist with this problem:

1. Warn students about this temptation and encourage them not to do it.

2. Encourage students to use a word processor to check for spelling and grammar issues and then copy and paste the document into the discussion list. 

3. Post successful responses from previous classes for motivation and example.

Managing Assignments

As you plan your activities and assignments, think carefully about how you can make your life easier. Consider the following:

1. Start small. Think of one discussion activity that you can do in one of your classes and test it out. How did you grade this assignment? How would you do things differently? 

2. Build on what you know. Once you have one successful discussion assignment under your belt, begin adding more to one class. 

3. Explore multiple class discussions. Once you have several discussion activities in one class, consider adding a discussion list component to multiple classes. 

4. Consider group work (or some combination of group and individual work)
· Form groups of 3-5 students and have them discuss the posting on the discussion list via email or in person. If they communicate via email, you could even have them copy you on the messages so that you can “lurk.” 

· Have the group post one response to the discussion list. Grade this posting.

· Allow students to contribute individually to the postings and you can choose to grade or not grade these postings. 

Writing Effective Online Assignments

Take a look at this assignment example:

[image: image12.wmf]
Poor Ms. Wellcraft.  She thought she assigned a discussion group activity; but instead of a stimulating online discussion of the five questions, what she got was 30 student papers to grade, each containing the answers to the five questions as well as bundles of email questioning the assignment.  

A more effective assignment might be:

[image: image13.wmf]
Just as you think about the design, communication, and logistics of assignments when you teach a traditional class, you must carefully consider the same concepts for an online assignment.  In most cases, the same principles will apply. The key is to think through the design up front, before inundation and frustration set in. Each activity or assignment you design should be:

•
Well thought out and clear to students. Students should understand what you want and how the process will work without having to ask for elaboration.

•
Clearly communicated. If there is the slightest opportunity for confusion or ambiguity, someone will find it!

•
Designed for easy reading. Use formatting techniques to avoid confusion.

•
Well written. 

Try using some of these guidelines to help craft your assignment:

1.
State the assignment objective in an explanatory paragraph.

2.
Give an overview of the assignment.

3.
Use headers and spacing to separate sections of your message.

4.
Give the due date.

5.
Keep paragraphs short.

6.
Use numbering or bullets (•) to clarify, e.g.:

•
Step 1  

•
Step 2 

Chapter 5: Creating an Assignment

There is a lot to consider when implementing discussion lists in your class. 

Prework

Before you ask your students to participate in your discussion list, you should prepare the following, either as a handout or online:

· A statement about the quality of contribution to the list. Should contributions be formal or informal? Will spelling and grammar count towards the grade?

· A statement about the tone of the messages students posts and strategies for being constructive in their comments.

· A grading policy for contributions.

· Sample postings so students have something to model.

	1.
	Think of one topic in one of your classes that has typically needed further explanation or exploration, has sparked interesting discussion or could benefit from follow-up activities. This will be your objective.
	Write the topic that you want to discuss online here and the reason for doing so:



	2.
	Write the instructions for your assignment using the suggestions on pages 27-28
	

	3. 
	Implement your assignment in your course. 
	

	4.
	Monitor and grade the assignment.
	

	5. 
	Collect feedback from your students. Did conducting this online activity meet your objective (#1 above)?
	

	6. 
	What is your reaction to the assignment? How did you manage the assignment? How did grading go? How might you change the assignment?
	








	7.
	Revise this assignment and create new ones for your class(es) using the process.
	


Assignment Plan for Individual Contributions
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