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Session Objectives

Become familiar with basic principles for designing effective forum 
assignments. 

Learn more about asynchronous interaction tools available to you at 
UNC. 

Learn from other participants!
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Let us hear from you!

keepteaching.unc.edu
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Asynchronous Online Discussion

Disadvantages

ÅLess dynamic

ÅLess social presence

ÅRequires more planning

Advantages

ÅAccommodates student 
schedules

ÅEveryone can participate

ÅMore time for students to reflect

ÅRecord of discussion
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Asynchronous Interaction Options
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Assignment design – Discussion prompts

Key attributes

Activities should be closely linked with course learning objectives.
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CFE Course Development Institute
ÅArticulate and align course- and module-level learning objectives

ÅPlan learning activities which support each learner’s successful 
completion of course assessments/assignments

ÅCompare how various aspects of course design contribute to 
equitable learner outcomes

Upcoming Institutes are scheduled for:

December 14, 16, & 18, 2020 (M/W/F, 8:30am-12:30pm)
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Assignment design – Discussion prompts

Key attributes

Activities should be closely linked with course learning objectives.

Appropriate level for students…challenge them!
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Assignment design – Discussion prompts

Key attributes

Activities should be closely linked with course learning objectives

!ǇǇǊƻǇǊƛŀǘŜ ƭŜǾŜƭ ŦƻǊ ǎǘǳŘŜƴǘǎΧŎƘŀƭƭŜƴƎŜ ǘƘŜƳΗ

Open-ended, higher-order questions require more thought. 
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Image source: Center for Teaching, Vanderbilt University
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Assignment design – Discussion format

Community-building

Idea generation/brainstorming

Debate

Role play

Scenario/case study 

Review

Multi-part/use in combo with other course activities
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Assignment design – Discussion prompts

Key attributes

Activities should be closely linked with course learning objectives.

!ǇǇǊƻǇǊƛŀǘŜ ƭŜǾŜƭ ŦƻǊ ǎǘǳŘŜƴǘǎΧŎƘŀƭƭŜƴƎŜ ǘƘŜƳΗ

Open-ended, higher-order questions require more thought. 

General vs. specific





Assignment Design – Extending Discussion

Effective facilitation 

Choose from multiple simultaneous discussions 

Rotating participation 

Example: One group participates in the online discussion, the other group members 
summarize the discussion.

Smaller student groups (Sakai groups)
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Assignment design - Group size

Optimal:   8-13 students

ÁLevel of participation

ÁKnowledge construction

ÁCritical thinking

Afify, 2019

Baker, 2011

Seo, 2007

Reonieri, 2006
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Sakai Groups



Sakai Groups
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Sakai course site
Announcements

Resources
Quizzes

Group 1
Discussion forum

Group 3
Discussion forum

Group 5
Discussion forum

Group 7
Discussion forum

Group 2
Discussion forum

Group 4
Discussion forum

Group 6 
Discussion forum

Group 8
Discussion forum



Assignment design – Participation structure

Frequency
Avoiding “cluster responses”

Spaced participation examples: Post at least one response to an instructor 
question before Wednesday, and at least 2 replies to student responses by the 
end of the day Saturday (OR) Participate 3 times throughout the week, every 2-
3 days. 

Length of post 

Writing quality

Minimizing bias (“I agree with what she said!”)
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“Post before reading”
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Assignment design - Promoting participation

Clearly articulate expectations. 
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Source: University of Central Florida



Assignment design - Promoting participation

Clearly articulate expectations. 

Make the case for why it matters.

Make topics relevant to student interests. 

Integrate with exams and other assessments. 

Assigning participation points
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Assignment Design - Grading

Simplifying the grading process

Rubrics

Sakai discussion forums

T H E  U N I V E R S I T Y  O F  N O R T H  C A R O L I N A  AT  C H A P E L  H I L L







Instructor Roles

Communicating expectations

Encouraging students to participate

Summarizing

Acknowledging and complimenting student 
contributions

Steering discussion towards questions that 
generate more discussion

Adding arguments and extending thinking

Identifying areas of agreement/disagreement

Working toward consensus

Clarifying or correcting

T H E  U N I V E R S I T Y  O F  N O R T H  C A R O L I N A  AT  C H A P E L  H I L L



Student Roles in Online Discussions

ÅFacilitator

ÅSummarizer

ÅDevil’s advocate

ÅOthers?
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Voicethread (unc.voicethread.com)
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VoiceThread Benefits

Supports wide range of media

Direct interaction with media 

Richer, nuanced communication (e.g. tone of voice)

Contributes to community building

Versatile
ÅIntroductions
ÅProjects presentations
ÅVideo blogs
ÅAudio-based grading
ÅVoice over Powerpoint
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MS Teams vs. Google Docs

Reasons to consider MS Teams

All data in Teams considered secure

Fully supported on campus
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keepteaching.unc.edu
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