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Building Online Community Through Discussion: Effective Discussion Strategies for the Hybrid Classroom
Problems, Interests and Experiences as Springboards to Learning
The types of questions you ask to kick off the discussion of a topic can encourage students to bring their life experiences into the classroom. In the book Online learning Communities, authors Palloff and Pratt feel that in order to facilitate meaning-making “the content of the course should be embedded in everyday life. The more that participants can relate their life experience and what they already know to the context of the online classroom, the deeper their understanding will be of what they learn” (p.167). One way that we make meaning of complex knowledge is by telling stories.  Each of us has a story about our early life, school, work experience, relationships with others, etc.  Adult educator Larry Daloz notes, “A good story transforms our vision of the possible, and provides a map for the journey ahead.”  

These stories are often a window into our students’ worldview or “developmental frames.”  These stories can either help (“I learned how to deal with difficulty early on so even though this situation is tough I know I’ll get through it”) or can keep us stuck in unproductive patterns (“I can’t figure this out” or “I’m not going to bother trying to resolve this conflict”).  

In our roles as teachers, we can create a suitable learning environment that welcomes the stories our students tell about themselves and others. We can help them define their personal competencies, weaknesses and strengths and help question their assumptions by: 
· Expanding our ability to listen for the story our students tell in their online conversations

· Providing them with tools  that assist in identifying and testing their assumptions 

· Demonstrating the process of identifying their assumptions or falsehoods
Asking the Right Questions that Encourage a Search for Real Life Examples


Here are some examples:


As we consider the topic of leadership, think of someone who you feel displays good leadership qualities. Describe those qualities and tell us why you think this person is a good leader.
1- What group dynamic would you say our group is displaying? (See group dynamics document below) How would that be different (or would it) if we met face to face?
2- Based on this experience what do you feel are the developmental issues involved with our distributed teams (that is, teams in which the members are physically separated and do their work using email, teleconferencing computer chat etc.) that might be different when we are together in the same room?

3- How have you been affected psychologically, socially, physically and spiritually by your participating in this course? What changes have you noticed?

Asking questions like these helps create an environment in which participants feel safe in bringing material of a more personal nature. We find that by modeling the use of real situations or by asking students to comment on a situation they share in common outside the classroom, they begin to work collaboratively on the solutions to other problems and situations they may face throughout the course.

The team’s responses to these questions can form the beginning of their first collaborative assignment and guide how they work together in the future. 
Embedded in these guidelines is an expectation that team members will evaluate each other’s work, participation and contribution to the collaborative product that comes out of their work. This can serve as an incentive to promote collaboration as well as to equalize the workload.
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 (Provide this group dynamics guide to students and have them use its principles in an icebreaker activity)
Group Dynamics
Group members have individual needs, roles and responsibilities and each person differs. How that group performs when they form and work together to gather and provide information as a process is known as group dynamics. An ineffective group process will interfere with performance regardless of the competence of individual members. To avoid this problem, all members of a group should pay attention to critical process issues: decision-making methods, quality of communication, and the roles group members may play
A group operates at two levels at the same time:
1. "content" and 
2. "process" levels. 
Content is the information each person provides to the group, and the process is the method the group uses to obtain, catalog (record, list, file), rationalize, (makes sense of) and synthesize (integrate and join together) the material.
Content and process: 
The content of a group's activity is what is provided at a surface level. The group provides information or material that is visible, apparent and measurable. The group is given a mission and a job to provide content. The group is given the authority to carry out that mission or job; and acts within a rules-based structure to exchange information within a given set of instructions.
A good part of any group interaction also occurs below the surface. Both content and how a group obtains that content are important to achieving goals. Different groups will have different methods of obtaining information but stronger groups identify differences and utilize them as strengths.
Process relates to "how we do it.” It involves the personal needs of group members', and it requires an informal leadership structure to pull everyone’s thoughts together. Feelings and hidden agendas of the group members always play a big part in how effective a group is. Effective groups identify feelings and personal agendas that exist (this is the ‘dynamic’ part of group dynamics…) negative feelings can often block progress within a group so its important to bring these dynamics to the surface.
An ineffective group process will interfere with performance regardless of the competence of individual members. To avoid this problem, leaders should pay attention to critical process issues: decision-making methods, quality of communication, and the roles group members play. It’s not always a good choice to allow people to work only in their areas of strength… sometimes it’s a good idea to allow them to grow from within their weaknesses too.
Group dynamics can be used to perform more effectively, but leaders must develop skills enabling them to act as observers and participants in the group process. By diagnosing what is happening in a group and steering members toward effective behavior, leaders can contribute to teamwork and quality. 
Quality of communication. 
A group leader can develop an ability to recognize key characteristics of a group's communication, including

* Direction: Does everyone feel free to communicate with all other members? Is communication centered on the leader?

* Openness: Do individuals feel free to express their feelings?

* Tone of group feelings: Enthusiasm? Hostility? Boredom?  Approval?

* Understanding: Is everyone making an effort to listen and understand before responding?

Roles People Play
Group members tend to take several roles within a group. These roles fall under broad categories:

* Task roles involve getting the job done no matter what:

* Initiators contribute new ideas or encourage new directions;

* Summarizers pull things together, recap, or add perspective;

* Clarifiers help others understand what is occurring;

* Information seekers ask for input or direction;

* Information givers offer facts or background on issues; and

* Decision testers seek consensus.

* Maintenance roles involve ensuring that a job is done well and that the group feels good about it;
* Encouragers boost morale by commending others;

* Harmonizers mediate others' differences; and

* Gatekeepers ensure that everyone has a chance to contribute.

Non-group roles indicate concern that a person's own needs are not being met:

* Blockers insist on their position and reject consensus;

* Dominators attempt to exert authority by manipulating the group or dominating conversations; and

* Avoiders withdraw.

When considering the roles that group members can play, four points should be kept in mind:

* Depending on the circumstances, any group member can play several roles;

* Non-group role behavior is not always bad. It means that someone's needs are not being met; that someone may be saying, "Stop and let me make my point;" or that dealing with non-group behavior can help a group continue to grow;

* To get a job done, a group needs both task and maintenance role behavior; and

* A leader may have to fill roles not taken by others.

Group dynamics adapted from http://findarticles.com/p/articles/mi_m3257/is_n11_v45/ai_11595881/

Encouraging Expansive Questioning

Questions in the online environment need to be jumping off points, promoting deep exploration and critical thinking skills.

· There are no rights and wrongs

· Serve to stimulate thinking and are a means by which to tackle large bodies of information 

· Instructor modeling so that students learn to ask these kinds of questions to one another.

· Poor or minimal responses indicate that the question hasn’t done the job of stimulating a level of thinking that excites the learners or compels them to respond.
Share Responsibility for Facilitation

Student Roles:

· Facilitators of the discussion
· Process observers, commenting on group dynamics
· Content commentator; summarizing the group’s learning over the previous week

· Team leader, with or without the additional responsibility of evaluating the work of other members

· Presenter on a particular topic, book or area of interest
In addition, all students are responsible for providing feedback to each other.
Some suggestions for Online Overload
· Set a specific time each day to read and respond to messages rather than doing it throughout the day. 
· Wait to respond to a message that upsets you and be careful of what you say and how you say it.

· Never say anything that you could not tolerate seeing in print on the front page of your local newspaper.

· Establish clear priorities for dealing with messages and categorize messages by importance and the need to respond

Adapted from Building Online Learning Communities: Effective strategies for the Virtual Classroom, R. Palloff, K. Pratt, 2007
