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… but questions are questions, surely - what is 
different about online settings ?

• 1 raised hand = 20 emails
• Negotiating the meaning of question may 

take several iterations
• Physical isolation leads to inertia (lurking) – 

need peer thought leaders to generate 
momentum

• Greater potential for reflection and deeper 
debate over a longer time period, lets 
exploit that
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Know your cohort
• Domain knowledge (Achilles tendon) 
• Need to identify thought-leaders

– Facilitation, moderation, reconciliation
– Challenging
– Social facilitation

• Balance between democratic debate, clique 
behavior and tumbleweeds

• Identification with group aims and behavior

Presenter�
Presentation Notes�
All courses require some domain knowledge, for students to learn more about the domain covered by the course. 

A major reason that students do not participate meaningfully is that they think they lack the domain knowledge to do so. Discussion board postings such as “I could not answer this question, as I have no IT experience” are common in most courses. This is not an excuse – students constantly compare themselves to other students, whom they consider knowledgeable, and choose not to make an idiot of themselves.

To engage students in constructivist debate, where they build on their own and others’ knowledge to piece together a “big picture”, we need to ensure that student thought-leaders are identified and encouraged. 

Student “thought-leaders” tend to facilitate, moderate, and reconcile peer-discussion in a way that challenges ideas constructively. They act as social facilitators for democratic debate, ensuring that cliques do not dominate discussions by interacting with people who raise interesting ideas and issues. They provide a meaningful reward system for students who want to test out their ideas on people who appear knowledgeable about the issue at hand. 

Thought-leaders tend to come from the same, small group of individuals, for most of the course discussions. They appear to be motivated by a deep identification with the wider student group/cohort aims and are adept at moderating group behavior to ensure a social community of knowledge. �
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Good , bad or average ?

Presenter�
Presentation Notes�
In the presentation, we asked the audience to assess the questions presented in this slide, to decide in advance whether they would be good, bad, or average questions in terms of constructivist student discussion. This is important, as we only attain deep learning through cycles of iterative knowledge exchange. 

Try rating these questions for the quality of discussion that you would expect, before you move to the next slide …�
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Good , bad or average II

Presenter�
Presentation Notes�
… Here are the results.  They surprised me (Susan Gasson) as I formulated these!

Jim (an organizational psychologist by education and training) had some very good observations to make about my question formulation. I learned a great deal from this exercise  –  see the next slides.�
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Good Question

Presenter�
Presentation Notes�
How do we know this is a good question ?

There is a high level of participation (all the nodes have lines, indicating that they all posted at least one message).

 Students are clearly engaged with the issues, almost all students are drawn into peer debate: they are responding to each others posts and not just to the instructors question (indicated by lines connecting student nodes in the network). 

Though there is a core of active posters who are maintaining momentum (the thicker lines indicate a higher volume of posts), it is fairly democratic and largely non cliquey (students do not just respond to a small number of close contacts). 



Why is this a good question?

The question is directed related to the goals of the course – i.e it is not a tangential debate.

The question related to students learning goals.

Most students have direct experience of the IS/IT issues addressed in the readings.

Students are set readings that provide a good primer of information, to inform the discussion.

The question is relatively open but bounded in scope. There is an explicit structure and a single initial focus

6) This was the first question of that week and of the course (so students were enthusiastic and fresh).
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Average Question

Presenter�
Presentation Notes�
How do we know this is an average question ?

Modest level of participation, students are clearly not terribly engaged with the issues, only about half  students are drawn into peer debate, they are infrequently responding to each others posts and more often to the instructors question. 

There are signs of cliquey behavior (students responding to a small number of discussants).

 Many of our core posters from the first question are quiet (absence of key thought leaders).



Why is this an average question?

1)This question did not call directly on student expertise. Students did not have professional experience in the problem-context (the travel industry).  

2) There appeared to be a disconnect between the learning-goals of professional IS students and the question, which resulted in lower engagement by the core of students who frequently displayed thought-leader behavior

3) Multi-part question requiring students to envisage themselves in a role in a particular niche application area

4) The question was presented later in the course. Participation in course discussion drops off as students engage deeply with written assignments. You can have great constructivist debate, or great formal assignment work, but not both.
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Bad Question

Presenter�
Presentation Notes�
How do we know this is a bad question ?

Most students did not respond (the isolated nodes). Almost all the responses were addressed to the instructor, rather than posted in response to other students’ messages.



Why is this a bad question?

1) This question appeared to be too complex to engage students. There were too many parts and respondents to this question typically addressed one or two sub parts with short answers

2) The question was too abstract

3) The question lacked a relevant problem-structure (elements of the problem to be addressed that students could relate to their own experience). 

This contrasted with many other equally open-ended questions, but where the problem-structure was explicitly related to students’ own learning or professional outcomes. For example, a question discussing outsourcing generated a huge degree of social engagement, as students related the problem-structure to their professional interests.

This question was after a really rich interactive question (the good question) and may have suffered from collective student brain-fatigue.
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Good questions tended to be
• First question in the week
• Early weeks better than later weeks
• Open questions but bounded
• Permitted students to call upon their personal 

experience with IT or organizations 
• Permitted many ways to approach the issues.
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Bad questions tended to be

• Following a highly-interactive question
• Cognitively complex (containing multiple 

parts that needed to be considered in turn), 
• Overly abstract, so students could not draw 

on their personal experience. 
• Questions set in later weeks were much less 

interactive and constructive across the class 
than questions set in earlier weeks. 
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1. Does the question structure relate clearly to course content 
(explicit knowledge domain learning goals as perceived by 
students) - i.e. what do they think they are there to learn?

2. Does the question knowledge domain relate clearly to students' 
professional interests - i.e. does answering this question move 
them nearer to accomplishing their career/job goal?

3. Does the question knowledge domain draw on either (a) students' 
prior experience, or (b) students' vicarious experience 
(communicated through course readings or discussion) - i.e. do 
students have the expertise or experience to answer the question?

4. Does the question structure reflect a single knowledge domain, 
with a single problem-solving goal - i.e. is there a single problem 
to be solved (or a set of aligned/incremental sub-problems 
relating to a single knowledge domain), or have you presented 
students with multiple, incompatible problems or knowledge 
domains to reconcile?

A Checklist For Question Design
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Conclusions
• Try and draw on the cohort’s experience
• Identify student learning objectives and interests
• Identify thought leaders early in the course and 

encourage these to participate heavily in later weeks
• Set questions that are open but bounded
• Provide strong background material for students to read
• Intervene when necessary - but keep watching the skies
• Be prepared to change the question if it is failing to 

engage students 
– students, like politicians may often change the 
question themselves …☺
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