Advice on Forum Assignments and Activities

Below are some general words of advice for creating effective forum assignments.  For the most part, any group activity you might do in a writing course can be done in a forum, and you would probably only have to modify your in-class handouts slightly to make them into online activities.

Assignments

Make a Connection.  The best basic forum assignment is for students to make an inter-textual or intra-textual connection, using two quotes from either two different texts or from the same text to help them make and explore a point.  You can leave the topic for these connections open-ended or you can give a specific question, but it is best to give students as much freedom as possible.  

Point to the Text.  One of the best assignments for the cross-section forum is to require students to respond to a peer’s question in the forum about a common reading by doing two things: 1) quoting from the text and 2) explaining how that quote helps to answer the writer’s question.  The key, though, is to get them to point to the text.  Besides helping students work with the texts, such an assignment also helps to support the cross-section forum, encouraging students in other classes to post their questions with an expectation of getting help.

Connect to the Web.  Forums are a great vehicle for getting students to use online material.  In 101, for example, you can use the Link-O-Mat, and the activities suggested in the Link-O-Mat generally make good forum assignments.

Assign the Tutorama as a Forum Activity.  The 101 Tutorama has several good activities for students to do online.  The questions at the end of each reading also make good thread-starters.

Share Research Ideas.  In 201 and other research writing courses, teachers can ask students to post their project ideas in the forums and have peers not only offer feedback on the topic idea but also to do some research to help the student out.  Your peer review assignment online could ask students to find one online source, for example, that might be useful to their peer, and / or one library source – with an explanation of how they found that source.

Try an Online Peer Review Session.  You can easily do peer review of drafts as an online activity, with students posting their drafts in the forum and then responding to two of their peers’ drafts using your Peer Review Sheet (which you should also post online).  The advantages of conducting peer review in the forum are numerous: 

· it allows you to better monitor the effectiveness of peer review since you immediately get the peer review comments and drafts, 

· it provides you with access to electronic copies of your students drafts to use in preparing sample paper sheets, 

· it lets you extend peer review beyond the class session by having them respond to one craft in class (in the computer classroom) and then one online later, 

· it allows students the opportunity to see everyone’s draft if they choose, 

· and it makes it easy for students who miss the class session to still participate in the review process.

Sample Assignments for the 101 Cross-Section Forum

Post a Response

This is the most helpful thing you can do to encourage discussion on our forum.  Complete the following online tasks (no more than 30-45 minutes):

· Register as a user of the Writing Program’s Forums (if you have not done so already).  I have attached the two-page quick start guide to registering with this assignment.  Simply go to http://www.classguide.net/rutgers/forums/ and click the “register” button near the top right of the screen to get started.

· Explore the forums and post a response: 

· Go to the 101 Cross-Section Forum at http://www.classguide.net/rutgers/forums/forumdisplay.php?s=&forumid=166 and read what people have written.  

· Find a question that a student has posted about a reading you know.

· Use the “Post Reply” or “Quote” features to respond to the student’s question.

· Respond by finding a quotation from the reading from The New Humanities Reader.  Type out the quote in your response, and explain how the quotation might offer some insight into the question asked by the student.  

· You might also ask questions (perhaps provocative questions) to encourage the student to return to the text for further exploration.

· Be sure to “submit” your reply to the forum.

Ask a Question

If you are struggling with the reading yourself, try posting a question to the Cross-Section Forum.  Press the “new thread” button to the upper right of the screen.  A new screen will open up where you can write your question.  Be sure to indicate which essay you are reading in the subject line.  Then write out your question, and be sure to press the “submit new thread” button at the bottom of the screen when you are done.  

Take a Poll

To post a poll, do exactly what you would do to “Ask a Question” but then be sure to click the “Yes, post a poll!” option near the bottom of the form and choose the number of options you want to offer.  Then follow the instructions on the screen to finish your poll.

Try Out an Idea

Do you think you have an original idea about the readings?  Why not try starting a new thread and see what people think?  Be sure to give your thread a catchy title that might interest people.  A controversial or original response to the readings is likely to generate some interesting feedback.  Be prepared to use responses to help you explore you ideas further – the more you discuss your ideas in the forum, the longer they will remain near the top of the discussion board and draw attention from others.  Remember: all responses are useful responses because they keep your idea in play.  If you receive negative responses, try to respond rationally and engage them in discussion by explaining your ideas further.  Don’t be put off by seemingly hostile responses.  Instead, treat them as an opportunity to defend your idea rationally and thus recruit people to help you explore it further.
Good Practices for Managing Forums

Just-in-Time Teaching.  Set the deadline for forum postings for the time before next class when you are most likely to be reading the forum and preparing for class yourself.  This will optimize everyone’s use of time and let students post at odd hours.

Make It Mandatory.  Unless students are required to post in the forum, they rarely will do so on their own.  Treat online activities as either attendance or drafting activities and hold students accountable for their work in the forum.  In literature or professional writing courses, where you might use a point system for grading, make forum activities an integral part of the final grade and deduct points if students fail to post online.

Link to the Forums from Your Class Page or Web Site.  Remember that the forums in the Rutgers Writing Program forum are open access and therefore linkable from anywhere.  Simply go to the forum you want to link and copy the URL (the name beginning http:// ) from the address line of your browser; then paste that address into your class page using the http:// button.  This way you can direct students to specific postings or forums in your online comments.

Do Some Forum Activities in the Computer Classroom during Class Time.  

A good way to make the computer classroom more collaborative is to have students do their collaborative work in the forum – answering questions and responding to each other there.  It may seem less natural than normal group work activities, but you will gain many advantages: 100% participation, a complete record of every student’s activities for the day, and a body of generated text that students can access from home and reflect upon further (thus extending time on task).  Definitely consider using the computer classrooms the first time you have students access the forums, since some will probably need your help getting over the technological hurdle of signing on.

Bring Postings to Class.  Treat online postings the same way you would paper drafts: bring copies of interesting paragraphs to class to stimulate discussion.  That way you can bring postings into class the next day that students have just written, using them as conversation starters. 

Rarely Respond to Postings Yourself.  Occasionally, it will be necessary to respond to postings – especially to any early postings that might set a bad tone in the forum and encourage poor responses.  By responding to one weak posting you will show students that you are reading the forum and that you care if they take it seriously.  But stop there.  Don’t ever try to respond to everyone’s postings.  And tell students that while you will generally read everyone’s online posting, you cannot possibly respond to them also, except when you bring them into class to start discussion.

