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Introduction

Glenorie Public School is situated on the rural outskirts of Sydney, Australia. The school is seen as the focal point of the community which, in many ways, has a country village atmosphere.  The community strongly supports the school’s efforts to be equipped with the most modern resources available.  The level of technology available within the school is indicative of the strong community support of both the parent body and teaching staff at having ICTs integrated into the teaching program.

Debbie Evans is Relieving Principal at Glenorie and became interested in online discussions after attending a lecture about e-learning.
“I didn’t really know what e-learning was, to be honest! The lecture was very thought-provoking and afterward I spent a number of hours playing with the tools and designing very ordinary learning sequences but I was wondering if it would be too difficult for Primary students to cope with.”


Debbie began authoring sequences for her Year 5/6 class and found that her students were really interested in the lineal sequence approach and the way it allowed them to investigate and collaborate.  One day she decided to try an online Chat session with her class.
“The first time I used Chat, it was cumbersome, clumsy and very difficult to monitor!”, Debbie said.  These difficulties were solved when she became aware of the some new software that made the creation of discussion sequences very straight-forward:  LAMS (www.lamsinternational.com).  An additional advantage of this Chat facility was that it retains all previous Chat history, therefore students” contributions can be reviewed at any time and formally assessed, if required.   The software also allows the teacher to monitor the discussion at all times.
“The first time I ran it! WOW! It was lively, the students were engaged! They loved it! Yes, there was novelty factor!!   But when I showed them what I could see in Monitor using the Smartboard in the classroom, that helped to bring back a little more focus. Remember these are 10-12 year olds! So they want to have fun too!  It’s safe, and I keep the monitoring obvious.”

Why in-class online discussions?

James Dalziel, whose inspiration created the LAMS software, said, “When I present at conferences and talk about the use of Chat in sequences run in school computer labs, one of the more common questions/challenges is "why would you use Chat when students could just turn to each other and talk?" 

Leanne Cameron from the School of Education at Macquarie University undertook an investigation of this question.  The teachers in her study believed the online Chat overcame many students” reluctance to speak up in class, avoided the discussion being dominated by one or two of their classmates, could accommodate simultaneous small groups and moved the discussion to a more student-centred activity.

Leanne also found that in a class group of approximately 30 students, at most only 6-7 students contributed regularly throughout any face-to-face class discussion.  Some others occasionally made a comment but the remainder (the majority) did not actively participate.  Attempts by the teacher to include “the silent majority” by directing a question specifically to a non-contributor were often met with an embarrassed silence.  

Another teacher at Glenorie, Karen May, comments about using online discussions:

“We have to remember that our students are “digital natives”.  We are dealing with a new generation of clients who want the best possible version of anything you’ve got and they want it now.  Chat is a brilliant tool as this generation is able to multi-task far better than most of us oldies.  This is their domain, they are more comfortable talking about and sharing ideas on Chat than they are face-to-face.  Once students get over the novelty of Chat you find that they are actually on task discussing the topic you have set.


“One of the more effective uses of Chat that I hope we will see more in the future is “live Chat” with students in another location.  What a great way of bringing culturally diverse groups of students together.”

In face-to-face class discussions, who the student was often determined how their message was interpreted by other students.  This software allowed the teachers to see each student’s identity throughout the discussion but choose whether names are visible to discussion group members. When comments simply appeared as text on a screen, discussion contributions were taken on their own merit. The resultant anonymity of the online Chat was particularly helpful in encouraging an acceptance of all students” views.  

Debbie has continually found that online discussions are also particularly useful tools for evaluating programs at Glenorie. 
“By utilising a Chat or Forum tool to discuss the success (or not) of their Peer Support program each year, students are much more likely to be honest online than face-to-face. And there is no teacher-bias or coercion in an online Chat.  Students can be brutally honest without fear of retribution.  Once the protocols are established and students understand that their opinions are valued, they are very happy to tell the whole truth and nothing but the truth.  If they also see that programs are modified because of their input, they are usually very respectful and acknowledge the power of their opinions.”
The online Chat also gave our quiet and shy students added confidence. As one student commented:

“Thank you for giving me a voice in this class. It is so great to have my thoughts heard. I am usually the quiet one sitting at the back.  By the time I have thought about what I want to say, someone else has already said it, or the conversation has moved on. Thanks again for giving the silent majority a go.”
With the emphasis on verbal face-to-face discussion in their classes, the teachers  had an on-going concern that students of non-English speaking backgrounds (NESB) were being disadvantaged.  The move to written discussions made participation in class discussion easier for some of these students:

“I do not speak English well. I learnt English from a book.  But in this class I can write what I think without worrying about how I sound.”
Clearly, in-class discussions will always be more difficult for NESB students regardless of the medium, but many of these students performed more confidently when they could read other student’s comments and take their time to reply in writing.

Moreover, students with Learning Difficulties are usually very reluctant to join in discussions in the classroom and, while online Chat and Forum tools  provide the opportunities, the LD student may still display reluctance online. However, there are many ways to reduce the anxiety that these students face. The ability to be anonymous is a powerful tool. Once again, if one can read what others are saying first, it gives the LD student a scaffold to work with. As the novelty of the online Chat wears off, students become more comfortable with their conversations. More often than not, all students “speak” in small chunks online, and this helps LD students by relieving the pressure on them to have lots to say.  

Another feature of the online discussions was that it allowed simultaneous small group discussions. This provided students with a much greater opportunity to contribute than the 30:1 ratio of previous in-class discussions. With up to five group discussions operating at once, the teacher’s normal role of discussion director was gone. Although the software allows the teacher to monitor what each group is doing via a computer screen, the “mantle of control” of the discussion is passed to the students themselves.   

“I find grouping useful, it keeps the size of each Chat down to a manageable size. I like up to 10 in any Chat.”
Using the Scribe tool in the LAMS software, the control can be given over to the students substantially. The first user to log into each Chat is allocated the role of Scribe and must “summarise” the conversation in the Chat, collating and paraphrasing their content. This is yet another powerful tool which provides the student with opportunities to be self-regulatory, compose narrative from the discussions and address explicit criteria.

The role of discussion in effective learning – the literature

There is a great deal of evidence to support the idea that good quality discussions can help students learn.  In fact, discussion is the basis of social learning theory. Proponents of this theory include Vygotsky, Piaget, Dewey and Wittgenstein. Vygotsky (1978) emphasises students learn from each other’s scholarship, skills and experiences and stresses that learning is more than the accumulation of facts: it includes social interaction and socially constructed discourse (McLoughlin and Oliver, 2000). Speech organises, unifies and integrates many disparate aspects of students” behaviour such as perception, memory and problem solving (Vygotsky). 

Debates with their peers serve to effectively highlight alternatives to the student’s own point of view. Since the resulting conflicts of opinion demand resolution, the students involved are prompted toward higher-level solutions (Piaget, 1932).  Discussion exposes students to multiple perspectives and encourages them to build their own knowledge of the subject matter (Larson, 2000). The result is a more in-depth learning about a topic, and it helps students understand the subject matter more clearly because the process of discussion clarifies their thinking.

Clearly, discussion-based teaching methods are very effective for obtaining higher-order thinking in students and they are actively engaged in the process. The creation of a learning environment that enables students to hear a variety of points of view and express and explore their own views, supports them in formulating their own opinions and allows them to apply their knowledge to problem-solving (Brookfield and Preskill, 1999).

Online in-class discussions, or online class discussions for homework?
The decision as to whether to have synchronous (all students online at the same time) or asynchronous online (all students online over a period of time) discussions arose. Whereas an asynchronous environment would encourage higher-order thinking, giving our students time to reflect and consider before responding, a synchronous discussion had the advantage of spontaneity and immediacy of response that also held appeal to the teachers.  Unsurprisingly, the quality and length of the postings were greater in the asynchronous discussions, but these lacked the coherence and fervent argument of the synchronous discussions.   
Many teachers choose to use a mix of both.  Debbie Evans now has a number of online discussions running simultaneously:
“We plan to have a live Chat from home soon. We do our Homework online as a sequence and I will be putting a Chat into next week”s sequence!  We will be chatting about a few things. Going to High School, our Year 6 fair ... it should be fun!
“We have a number of other sequences which run all term. In particular, there is one called “Reading Forum” where students add their favourite books. Other students can go in and comment on those books. There is also a sequence where students can log Homework problems. I find that students are using it to help each other with their homework issues. I find myself doing minimal monitoring of this.


“Parents have even come to me and asked me to create forums for them so that they can plan school events such as the school fete and the Year 6 Farewell without even leaving the comfort of their living rooms! Some of our clientele live long distances from the school so it is much easier for them to communicate through a forum. They create topics in the forum such as catering where all participants can contribute.”

Concerns
One teacher wondered about those students who were not familiar with computers and/or Chat:
 “I know that Chat can move very fast, especially if there are more than 4-5 people on at the same time. Do you find that some students get left behind?  What about if they are using Chat shorthand, e.g. lol, rofl etc.   Is it something to be concerned about, or do the teachers find that the differences in skill levels aren”t big enough to be a serious disadvantage?”
Another teacher involved in the trial, replied:

“I was really worried about this: some of my students had never used a computer before this year, and others use them all the time! I found that the slower ones wrote shorter comments, held back and laughed and talked across the room, then wrote a little more. They were able to dip their toe in and then spend a bit more time on the following activities. They did notice the slowness of their typing, but this was balanced by a great sense of achievement. This is yet another one of the joys of the blended approach, and it is also a fun way of developing new literacies ...”
At Glenorie, Debbie found that students who have little access at home are more often the most fervent participators in the classroom online discussions. The ability to be part of the online experience is particularly exciting for them and their engagement is extremely high. Whilst their typing skills might be slower, their thought-provoking contributions display a level of thinking which could be described as higher-order in content than what might have occurred had it not been online. This “novelty factor” can actually work to the teacher’s advantage.
Conclusion

The online discussions held in these classes led to a deeper understanding and improved engagement with the class material. Their use overcame many students’ reluctance to join in the classroom discussions and avoided them being dominated by a small number of their peers.  The use of the technology meant the discussion could accommodate simultaneous small groups and moved the discussion to a more student-centred activity. 
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