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Hello, and welcome to this 20-Minute Mentor Preéagan on how to lead
online discussion. I'm John Orlando. For the ri&ximinutes we’re going
to talk about creating online discussion questeanmd leading online
discussion. So let’s get started.

I've discovered, in training online instructorsatidiscussion is one of the
hardest parts of online education for a new instnuo learn. Online
discussion requires giving up control of the claes, allowing the
classroom to move from instructor to student. Tfathe center of
gravity moves away from the teaching aspect tdeghming aspect.

Discussion moves out into the class. This is a nm&jdt in the thinking of
education. For the longest time, education istlmmlwhat we might call
the vessel theory of learning. That means that&us or instructors
believe that they were transferring knowledge ftbeir mind to the mind
of the students. So they stood up in front ofdlassroom, and they
lectured to the students, every once in a whileintgkomments on a
chalkboard that the students would write down. itlea is they're trying
to transfer the knowledge in their head to theestisi and at the end of
the class, they test the students on how welltthasfer occurred.

But we now know that that’'s not how learning occuvge now have
developed the constructivist or connectionist tiiedrearning; we've
learned that students learn not by simply absorimifaymation, but by
connecting it to something they already know. Bhast way of doing that
is to discuss concepts with our students, heartdimw they understand
concepts and allows the students to apply theicepts to their own
experience. This is how they understand, by lienstructing the
knowledge in their own heads rather than simply#dtiag it from the
outside.

Now, this requires, in an online environment, hgwyood discussion
qguestions. | have found it’s very difficult to déee very good discussion
guestions. Number one, students tend to be tdadig passive in a
classroom environment. In the traditional facdace environment,
they're taught to listen. In fact, when they tedkeach other, they get
scolded. So you have to break them of the tendenogt want to talk in
class. You must bring them into the class and liaee bring certain a
part of themselves or their experience or theirefebnd opinions into the
class. You must allow them to connect with prinowledge and develop
new forms of knowledge.

I’'m going to go through a number of types of goo@sfions and bad
guestions and give you tips on what questions veldge and what
guestions to avoid.
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First off, we start with: avoid repeat-back quessioThis is something that
| see very often from online instructors. For amste, they might say
something like, “What are the three parts of aess impact analysis?”
Note, what they're asking is for the students oy repeat back the
information that they got from the class, whethdéram the instructor’s
lecture or from the readings or something else.

This is not a discussion question. Really, thignsessay question, and
that’s a very common mistake — mistaking discussioestions with essay
guestions. All the answers to this question ar@rinciple, the same.
There’s some right answer— what the three paréshafsiness impact
analysis are. The student isn’t going to contebartything. So what
you’re going to find is the first student will anemthe question, and the
other students are going to wonder what they gopased to do. What
are they supposed to talk about?

Instead, use application questions where studeatasked to apply
something that they’ve learned in class. For mstagoing back to the
point | mentioned before — “What are some of thallenges to doing a
business impact analysis in the workplace?” Nolwsiness impact
analysis is related to business continuity andlwea examining the kinds
of threats or dangers to a work environment — fireather, terrorist attack
— and examining how they would affect a compang.tH& instructor will
first talk about how a business impact analysdoise and then ask the
students, “What are some of the challenges thatsgeun doing a
business impact analysis in your own workplace?”

The first student might say, “Well, it's really loto tell what the major
threats are. How do you know what the chancetefrarist attack is?”
Another student may say, “l agree, but you can kablgast some threats.
For instance, if you live in an earthquake envirenimyou know that
earthquakes are a greater threat than say sometiotbat,” and so on and
so forth. So students can start talking about tiese apply to an actual
environment. Hopefully, this example uses aduitishts — something
that they’ve experienced so they can start talkingut what they've run
into when they’ve tried a business impact analybistice that this
guestion doesn’t ask them to repeat back informatibasks them to
apply it, and especially — how does this applihtr own experience?

Second: avoid obvious answers. These are whajhtroall “cupcake
guestions.” For instance, “Laptops don’'t needealosely guarded; they
are perfectly safe being left out in an empty @fido you agree or
disagree?” Well, obviously, whoever wrote thdbisking for the answer:
“No, they’re not perfectly safe. We know laptope eoutinely stolen.”

Students are going to look at that and groan “Ouayjnstructor
obviously wants that answer, ‘No, they’re not petiiesafe,” and they
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give the obvious reason, that they’re valuabley'tkesasy to pick up and
so on and so forth. Really not much of a discusgigestion — it's not
going to engage the students. They’re not goirfqtbit interesting.
They're not going to find much to apply or realyrtk about. One way to
avoid these obvious questions is to create contsgyand this is
something | really enjoy doing. Come up with asiien that allows
reasonable debate or positions on both sides issae.

So for instance, “Companies should instruct workerske their laptops
with them when they hear a fire alarm so that tteay work elsewhere if
they cannot return to work. Do you agree?” Nowy gan see the kind of
controversy this kind of question can create, anelused it in discussion.
Immediately, you have people on both sides. Sdouests say, “Yes,
employees should take the laptops with them; littssliest way to continue
working elsewhere if they cannot return to workOthers will say
immediately, “No, the delay is a danger, and peapéealways more
valuable than equipment.”

You get even heated discussion — I've done thisudision question, and |
get very heated responses on either side. Peepleegy much into it.
Note that this connects to something in their owpegience — fire alarms
at work. But it also asks a question that theyltare a real stake on.
That is — we could be talking about individual $af@nd what that means.
S0 you get genuine controversy. You get positamboth sides.

Notice that this question is stated first as aest@int and then says, “Do
you agree?” So you can present a statement thagourself don’t agree
with. Just present it out there and say, “Do ygrea or disagree?”
Controversy is always a good way of generatingudision.

Avoid too much research. Many instructors ask qoestthat require a lot
of research. For instance, “What are the maj@rpretation of Hamlet's
motivations, and where do you stand on them?” Nbig,is an important
issue, of course, in the question on Hamlet. H@awewajor
interpretations of Hamlet's motivations requiree@<h, and that's best
left to a research paper. Discussion, while sttgidem do research, and
they can bring research into a discussion, ityesifles it when you
expect them to go out and do research becausethbgne starting to
present other’s views.

They start having to cite things, footnote things fact, you even get into
issues of plagiarism and copyright in discussiotalise copyright can
raise plagiarism issues — the kind of issues yaunge in professional
papers.

What you’d rather see is students simply discussimgediately. They
see a question; they immediately are able to fatluwhat they view in
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that question. They’re able to immediately lenthemf themselves rather
than having to go out, research and return. Sd& dek something that
requires too much research.

What | do is | simply make research optional indeseussion in my
classes. You should also force students to thaakibthe material. For
instance, instead of the prior question, somethkagthis: “Did Hamlet’s
odd behavior help or hurt his cause and why?” Thato they believe that
his strange behavior caused him to have more difigs in trying to
succeed or not succeed? Note that all they needderstand is the story
itself, what they presumably should have read.nTthey can interpret it
and they can think about what Shakespeare maylieaethinking about
in presenting Hamlet in a certain way. They camadiately start
applying what they feel relates to Hamlet's motimat So this is a
discussion guestion that really forces studentbitik about the material.

Also, avoid strictly personal questions. Now,ihthwhat happens is
instructors want to have students bring some ahfgves and their own
experiences into discussion, and they mistakenly g asking
something that’s a strictly personal question.iRetance, this question
says, “Describe a time when you were faced witk@&sibn like the one
Tom Sawyer faced with Jim?” That involves justiagkpurely a personal
experience. You know, “When | was a young boyad the problem of
whether to turn in a friend,” or something like tHavho did something.”
People may not feel comfortable with that, andr¢ally a very individual
thing; they're not really adding to other’'s knowdgdso much in
answering the question.

You should ask students to challenge the mateTihht is, very often
even challenge the author, or, ideally, even chgbeyourself as lecturer.
For instance, “Is the author right that a pareoiusthalways make medical
decisions for a minor?” They can start talking @htwWell, maybe there
are times in which a minor — a 16- or 17-year-okheuld be consulted on
medical decisions concerning their own health.”yban talk about what
are the reasons for or against this. But you patibat they’re doing.
You're asking them to actually question what arhausays — something
that you've read. That's a good thing becausefgoie the students to
read actively and to think about the material assl Again, if you feel
really comfortable with yourself, you can even #skm to challenge what
you say. “Do you agree with my view that. . .” asek what students say.

Another thing you should do is lead discussion geaeral points. For
instance, “What lessons was Mark Twain trying tctewith Tom
Sawyer’s decision about Jim?” That is, when Towy&a faced a
decision about whether to turn in Jim, what lessas Mark Twain trying
to show in bringing that decision? That is, wheat @ve gather from this
particular experience that applies to a wide rasfgexperiences?
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So you’re using a very particular point, a verytjgaitar issue, or a very
particular point in a story and trying to elicitrgggal knowledge or general
principles out of it, and that's a good way to distcussion going. Start
with some particular case and then expand.

Avoid complex questions. For instance, “What &eerhost important
information security policies for an organizatiorfow do you teach
people these policies? What are some obstaclgsttiog people to
follow information security policies?” Note thdtere are really three
separate questions here or at least a questitinda separate parts.

Complex questions become difficult because somplpemswer all the
various parts, some people answer parts of theigneand you get
threads that tend to be broken up for that reasitmbest that if you have
a complex question, simply break it up into verfyedtent threads so that
people start with the atomic single question amxh tihey can branch that
off in different areas, and they’re not mixing éifént types of answers
with one another. Make your questions simple;@gi one thing. You'll
find students digging deeper and oftentimes cagrilese in other
directions, but they're easier to understand. fhinead is much easier to
follow.

Here’s an example of focusing on a simple topM/hY is it hard to get
people to follow information security policies?”né they can just start
saying, “People have a hard time following themause they consider
them an annoyance,” or “it slows down productivity; something like
that. Now, finding good discussion questions — lmwou develop good
discussion questions? Well, first ask how canpéctor might a topic be
relevant to your students? How might they appéyttipic in their own
situation?

Also, ask how a patrticular topic could be a laungtpad for exploration
of new topics? In other words, how can discusaitow your students to
create new knowledge or new understanding?

Look for cases, and | think this is a wonderful viaystart a discussion,
using either a real or a hypothetical case. Hexe'example that | use in a
medical ethics class that | teach. Now, thisriea case.

About 20 years ago, in Loma Linda [CA] a surgeors waing a
hysterectomy on an older woman. During the procedwe nicked an
artery or a vein, and the woman started bleed&ighat point, the
surgeon said, “Okay, I'm going to repair this, gite her blood until
then.” At that point, the nurse said, “Uh, uh, tiiis woman is a
Jehovah’s Witness, and she strictly forbid giving &lood.” The surgeon
replied, “She’s not dying on my table! Give heodw,” at which point
they gave her blood. They sewed her up, and sé&d.|i
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The question afterwards was, “Do they tell the wortheat they gave her
blood?” | ask that question to my students in nedroal ethics class, and
you can imagine the reaction it gets. Studentvgst interested in taking
positions on one side or the other. This is celga@omething that they
can experience as future nurses, and doctors,\amdileyou’re not going
to be in the medical profession, you can certasyiypathize with the
doctor, and the nurses and the woman. Also ndteewnhile this is a
particular case, the answer — either they shollltiee or shouldn't tell her
— will lead to more general points. For instaribey might say, “They
need to tell her because she has a right to knoat dppened to her
body,” which is a more general principle.

Also, you can move from this case into deeper ssb®r instance, | ask
students, “Well, what should have been done to rsake that this didn’t
happen in the first place? It sounds like the sangwas not made aware
that the woman was a Jehovah’s Witness ahead ef tBo it sounds like
that information should have been gathered.” Wemto say, “Was that
surgeon put in a bad position by the woman’s derdabdl it undermine
his own integrity as a surgeon who had to essénstdnd back and let
the woman bleed to death?”

So there are a lot of interesting questions —dhes case — straightforward
case with a very simple question — “tell her or t@tither?”— can lead to a
variety of very interesting issues that can applg tvhole range of
different topics, all using a simple case — in ttase, a real one, or it
could be hypothetical.

Now, moderating discussion. The important poinioderating
discussion is to be engaged in the discussion withmmnopolizing it.
Don’t feel the need to answer every post. Thigis student’s
discussion. If you answer every post, they're gamstart talking to you.
You want them talking to one another.

You want them to suggest new directions, but dfixéte on a
preconceived direction. Let the discussion goaiffeient directions. The
students, because there’s no time limit to an endiass, have time to
explain different concepts. So allow them timeldothat eventually
bringing them back. But don’t immediately jump digressions as you
might with a face-to-face course where you havertam amount of
content to cover in a certain amount of time.

Also, add your own insights. Interestingly, onestake instructors tend to
make is they become like a cheerleader. They e very
encouraging, which is good, but they start justrsg{good point” to
everything. In fact, once | had students in myrentourse actually call
me “a wimp” because they said | tend to say to tugients that every
point is a good point. They said, “We can’t polsliee making good
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points with everything we say. Sometimes we'rebplidy saying
something dumb; tell us!” Well, | don’t want toysélt’'s dumb,” but by
saying “good point” to every point you water dovine feedback. It
becomes just monotone feedback, and it doesnlyrslabw exceptionally
good points.

So be judicious; when you say, “These are goodtpgibe willing to
express your own views. Many instructors arenlting to express their
own views; they’re worried that they’re going toutralize discussion
when students find what their views are and thdesits will feed them
their own views. But if done correctly, you caalie push your students
into saying more than they would have otherwisheylmay challenge
you.

And challenge your students: “how would you resptwid- in other
words, if you want to say you disagree with theoy ynight say, “How
would you respond to someone who says that?” Omyight say, “But
wouldn’t your suggestion cause . . .” So be willtngchallenge your
students a little bit. Don’t be an easy, simpladerator; really be willing
to push your students a bit.

Well, thank you for your time today, and | hope ywauearned a little bit
about how to create and monitor discussion in ymline classes. Thank
you.
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