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The use of asynchronous online discussions can enhance the classroom learning 

experience. Yahoo Groups, Blackboard, Wikispaces, Google Groups, and other methods 

of online communication are popular tools of communication for tech savvy teachers. 

Most teenage students are “digital natives” and most have experience with different 

aspects of the “Read/Write Web” (Richardson, 2006) through academic requirements and 

personal experience. An online discussion can serve as a ClassAct Portal; a site that is a 

real world portal for authentic, active learning on a particular subject (March, 2006).

 All of the wonders of online learning also come with their own set of concerns 

and potential downfalls. Teachers can’t expect that because the students know how to 

function with the technology that they know how to use it wisely or safely.

LITERATURE REVIEW

 With the recent boom in websites that make use of Web 2.0 technologies such as 

blogs, wikis, and Really Simple Syndication feeds, people from diverse backgrounds and 

far-flung locations are increasingly brought together by the Internet (Richardson, 2006). 

There are several different perspectives on how extensively to use the Internet as an 

extension of the classroom, but most sources agree that students become engaged in their 

learning when experiences are authentic, rich, and diverse. Technology educator Will 

Richardson sees wikis as a way for people to make connections with one another, 

engaging in collaborative work and dialogue without relying on physical proximity. 

 A well-facilitated discussion on the Internet has the ability to increase intrinsic 

motivation in students due to its novel form as long as students are comfortable using the 

technology (Xie, K., Debacker, T., & Ferguson, C., 2006). High quality facilitation is 
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achieved through participation in the discussion, timely feedback, identifying key issues, 

and making suggestions for new avenues of discussion. Quality facilitation increased 

motivation because students perceived the discussions as an integral aspect of their 

learning environment, an aspect with value (Xie, 2006). Though computer use can trigger 

intrinsic motivation, Thomas (2002) found that participation was also linked to extrinsic 

motivation such as assessment, and that qualitative and quantitative grading is a factor in 

student achievement (as cited in Xie, 2006). 

 In 2006, Dateline NBC reported that most 14 to 18 year olds have met strangers 

online and that 29% report having had a “scary” experience while online. 55% of teenage 

Internet users have online profiles while only 66% of them limit the access to their 

profiles (Lenhart, A., & Madden, M, 2007). Around half of these profiles include 

personal photos, city and school names, and Instant Message screen names (Lenhart & 

Madden, 2007).

 Though more teens find offline bullying to be more of an issue, cyberbullying 

does take place. In a 2006 study by the Pew Internet Project, 39% of social network users 

12-17 years of age report having been bullied in some way, with older girls reporting 

bullying at 41% (Lenhart, 2007). 

DISCUSSION

 It’s imperative for teachers to realize and remember that online discussion needs the 

same amount of security, management, and maintenance as a physical classroom. 

Students are intrinsically motivated to use online tools because they enjoy the technology, 

this does not mean that they have the experience or education of a teacher to know how 
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to use these tools safely. Educators need to choose sites that allow for student privacy and 

communicate the importance of privacy and safety to the minors in their classes. It’s not 

acceptable for personal information to be accessible online, even if it is the student who 

posts it in the first place.

 Students should have the expectation of privacy as educators should have the 

expectation of proper etiquette and decorum from the students. That expectation comes 

after “front-loading” with what is and is not appropriate. An educational discussion board 

is not an IM chat of a message on MySpace.  What can be posted should be similar to 

what can be said in a physical classroom, i.e. no name-calling, obnoxious behavior, 

swearing, slang, etc. These guidelines also add to the sense of safety for students. 

Teachers who run discussion boards need to visit and post frequently on the sites to make 

their presence known. This will ensure that inappropriate behavior is addressed in a 

timely manner, education is a priority over socializing, and students will feel safe in their 

learning environment.

CONCLUSION

 Supportive discussion can be created and maintained in an on-line bulletin board or 

like forum if properly structured and maintained. The key is for the teacher to actively 

participate in the creation and continuation of the online discussion, nudging and 

encouraging students to think deeply, form opinions, and not be afraid to speak up. It 

seems as though with proper support, encouragement, and communication of 

expectations, online discussions can enrich the environment created by the physical 

classroom community.
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