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Waving: Enhancing 
Online Discussion

Larissa Horn

Introductory Note
This essay describes how I used Google Wave in a 
mathematics seminar. Many readers will be aware 
that Google abandoned development of this product 
in August 2010. You may not know that in De-
cember 2010 Apache announced that it had taken 
Google Wave under its open source project umbrel-
la. Before completely letting go of Wave, Google will 
release “Wave in a Box,” giving developers access to 
Wave’s functionality and allowing power users to 
run their own Wave server. Google Wave is dead; 
long live Apache Wave!
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low in the mathematics department at Wake Forest 
University. She received her Ph.D. from the Univer-
sity of California, San Diego in 2008. Her research 
involves structure theoretic properties of noncom-
mutative rings. However, she enjoys teaching a wide 
variety of mathematics courses from Statistics to 
Calculus to Abstract Algebra. For the past two years, 
she has also taught a general interest First Year 
Seminar to incoming students. 
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In order to foster more productive conversations, 
I decided to create a setting in which students felt 
comfortable enough to express their thoughts to 
the whole class. Many people have anxieties about 
math, so it was important to find a resource that 
would provide each student an opportunity to 
contribute in his or her own way—including asking 
questions about the readings, looking up informa-
tion, and compiling data for the class.

Additionally, one of the goals of this class was to 
foster understanding of multiple sides of an issue. 
I needed a way to keep the classroom atmosphere 
welcoming to all students, no matter how their 
beliefs might differ. Since many of our topics were 
controversial, it was important for students treat 
each other with respect. It is rare for everyone to 
agree, but I wanted students to learn to understand 
someone else’s viewpoint while still disagreeing. 

Throughout each topic in the course, I wanted stu-
dents to learn to find their own answers to the ques-
tions that arose. They would need to amass a great 
amount of information and sort through it together. 
In looking for a forum where they could post and 
edit their preliminary findings, I came across a new 
product—Google Wave (referred to as “Wave” from 
here on).

Background
In my first year seminar on mathematics in the 
news, I work with entering college students who, for 
the most part, have no intention of studying a math-
intensive field. Throughout the course, I ask them to 
use numbers and data to debate controversial news 
articles. Usually, numbers provide solid evidence for 
an argument, but journalists also use them to decep-
tively slant an article. 

For example, when “Avatar” made billions in the-
aters worldwide, most news sources claimed it as 
the highest grossing film ever. BBC News (2010) 
correctly noted that the proceeds were not adjusted 
for inflation nor did they take into account the 
higher price for 3D movie tickets. They credited 
“Gone With the Wind” as the highest grossing film 
when adjusting for inflation. 

Movie Title Year  Gross 
1 Avatar 2009  $760,507,625 
2 Titanic 1997  $600,788,188 
3 The Dark Knight 2008  $533,345,358 
4 Star Wars 1977  $460,998,007 

Adjusted
1 Gone with the Wind 1939  $1,588,070,800 
2 Star Wars 1977  $1,400,020,000 
3 The Sound of Music 1965  $1,119,384,900 
4 E.T. 1982  $1,114,975,100 

Source : boxofficemojo.com

I wanted the students to recognize that numbers can 
give an argument a false sense of legitimacy. Class-
room discussions and debates seemed the perfect 
setting to explore this issue.

I wanted students to 
learn to find their 
own answers to 
the questions that 
arose. They would 
need to amass a 
great amount of 
information and 
sort through it 
together.

A typical Wave screen 
(source: http://techtoggle.
com/2009/07/what-is-
google-wave/)
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For each topic in my seminar we created a separate 
wave to serve as an online chat room. Students were 
given full permission to edit, and asked to post 
questions or other information they found while re-
searching the material outside of class. During class 
sessions, we used the wave to guide our conversa-
tion. As a discussion facilitator, this helped me early 
on to know where the students’ interests lay.

Not only was Wave an impressive chat room, but it 
was also part of the whole Google package. Once a 
person was logged in, other applications were only a 
click away. Wave seamlessly integrated with Google 
docs, for example. When we needed to jointly enter 
data into spreadsheets, we could embed the docu-
ment right in the conversation. It remains to be seen 
how this integration will play out in the future.

Discovering where student interests lay

Approach
Essentially, Wave is an interactive version of email. 
Participants communicate in “waves”, which are 
threaded conversations. Any person involved with a 
wave can change any portion at any time, including 
comments they did not author. A wave records all 
these edits in its history. In addition, programmers 
have created hundreds of free extensions called 
“gadgets” and “robots” that allow waves to serve 
as much more than chat rooms or collaborative 
documents. There are gadgets that allow users to 
insert tables, maps, or virtual chalkboards. Robots 
can translate text into different languages, look up 
information and post it in the wave, or turn code 
into proper math equations with symbols.

A drawing “gadget” in action

Several educational applications of Wave have been 
documented on the Web. Shelly Blake-Plock (2010) 
had her students use it to write an epic poem in 
Latin. Richard MacManus (2009) describes how a 
group of grad students explored collaborative note 
taking.

Many people have found Wave difficult to “get” until 
they have participated in a wave. A few guides are 
available to help as you begin to learn the system; 
perhaps the most thorough is Trapani and Pash’s 
Complete Guide to Google Wave (2010).

During class 
sessions, we used 
the wave to guide 
our conversation. 
As a discussion 
facilitator, this 
helped me early on 
to know where the 
students’ interests 
lay.



Teaching with Technology: The Stories Continue, Volume 28 – 4

to an official university site, it was natural for the 
students to flip from Gmail to Wave several times a 
day to see if anyone had posted anything new. Even 
more appealing to this generation of students, Wave 
updates in real time. This means you never have to 
reload a page and you can respond as someone is 
typing thoughts. Occasionally, I would come across 
remnants of these live discussions where students 
sorted out their thoughts with one another.

When teaching this class the previous semester, we 
had used a more basic chat room. The students were 
able to post, but could not reply to specific com-
ments or questions previously posted. Using Wave, 
they produced much more lengthy and thoughtful 
comments. I believe that the unique format of Wave 
encouraged the students to develop their responses 
into more than just snippets of text.

Also surprising, the students showed an unexpected 
level of respect for one another even through a few 
pointed debates. Despite differing opinions, they 
approached the conversation with a considerate 
tone, open to hearing about other viewpoints. Being 
able to view the thoughts in writing first allowed the 
students to reflect on them without the additional 
emotion coming from a face to face conversation.

Though this technology clearly had a positive effect 
on the course, its use was not seamless. Google had 
only released the product months before the class 
began, and it had its share of glitches.

Results
The students saw many benefits to this particular 
style of discussion. It allowed them to consider and 
reconsider their thoughts before presenting them 
in the classroom. Rather than having a glaring 
mistake permanently posted, students were free to 
edit their posts. If replies convinced them to change 
their mind, they simply rewrote their posts. If they 
found new information to add, instead of clutter-
ing the page with another reply, they added it to the 
original post. 

With less pressure to be perfect, some of the shyer 
students found it easy to contribute to the discus-
sion. Wave allowed students with a fear of talking in 
front of others to gradually improve their contribu-
tions. Writing down their thoughts was much easier 
for them than having to come up with answers 
on the spot during class. Eventually, the positive 
feedback from the responses on the wave gave 
them confidence to speak up during class also. One 
student in particular came to me at the beginning 
of the semester and explained his fear of talking in 
class. I suggested he post more often if he was afraid 
to contribute more verbally. By the end of the se-
mester, he was one of the more outspoken students 
in the class. 

Perhaps more importantly, Wave kept the students 
engaged in the discussion outside of class. Our 
chat room was as accessible as any other social 
networking website. Rather than having to log in 

I believe that the 
unique format of 
Wave encouraged 
the students to 
develop their 
responses into more 
than just snippets of 
text.

A student discussion
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Recommendations
After completing the course, it became clear that 
adding robots and gadgets can turn a wave into 
much more than an online discussion. However, 
even without extensions, Wave can keep track of 
assignments and allow students to turn them in 
using a private reply. I can grade assignments and 
give feedback by simply editing their assignment 
myself. By using private replies, I can see everyone’s 
completed assignments, but each student will only 
see his or her own.

Wave can help professors organize group projects. It 
was originally designed to replace email with a more 
collaborative medium, and it’s perfect for group 
work. By placing myself as a silent observer on the 
group wave, I am able to track students’ progress 
throughout an assignment. Replaying the history of 
the wave at the end lets me see to what extent each 
person participated.

At the end of the semester, my students had their 
own recommendations. Many of them enjoyed 
the option of posting in the Wave for participation 
points. One student mentioned that they though 
it could be useful in other courses. Another sent 
invitations to her entire sorority, hoping to get them 
to switch to Wave for all communication.

Implemented throughout an entire university, Wave 
could replace many of the functions of email and 
other organizational courseware. In theory, just 
about anything from a blog to a webpage to a ques-
tion and answer forum can be created with Wave. 
The uses are limited only by one’s creativity.

In theory, just about 
anything from a 
blog to a webpage 
to a question and 
answer forum can 
be created with 
Wave. The uses 
are limited only by 
one’s creativity.

The next step: 
Wave in a Box
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Web Resources
7 Things You Should Know About Google Wave 

(Educause) 
http://www.educause.edu/Resources/7ThingsYo
uShouldKnowAboutGoogl/188963 

Apache Wave incubator  
http://incubator.apache.org/wave/ 

Google Wave Overview (video)  
http://www.youtube.com/watch?v=p6pgxLaDdQw 

Wave in a Box 
http://waveinabox.net/

http://www.learningtechnologyconsortium.org
http://news.bbc.co.uk/2/hi/8482058.stm
http://teachpaperless.blogspot.com/2010/03/using-google-wave-in-foreign-language.html
http://teachpaperless.blogspot.com/2010/03/using-google-wave-in-foreign-language.html
http://teachpaperless.blogspot.com/2010/03/using-google-wave-in-foreign-language.html
http://www.readwriteweb.com/archives/google_wave_use_cases_education.php
http://www.readwriteweb.com/archives/google_wave_use_cases_education.php
http://www.educause.edu/Resources/7ThingsYouShouldKnowAboutGoogl/188963
http://www.educause.edu/Resources/7ThingsYouShouldKnowAboutGoogl/188963
http://incubator.apache.org/wave/
http://www.youtube.com/watch?v=p6pgxLaDdQw
http://waveinabox.net/

