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The purpose of this case-study essay is to share our 
experiences developing a discussion-based online 
course in a burgeoning online program. The first 
author, Amanda, was the instructor and co-content 
designer for the course. The second author, Tim, 
was a graduate student assistant who helped design 
content and format for the course in question. 

Amanda Haertling Thein is an associate professor in the 
Language, Literacy and Culture Program at the University 
of Iowa where she teaches courses on literature instruc-
tion and response. She is a former high school English 
teacher and former Program Coordinator for the Uni-
versity of Pittsburgh’s online M.Ed. program in English 
Education.

Tim Oldakowski is a doctoral candidate in English Edu-
cation at the University of Pittsburgh where he researches 
multimodal instruction in the classroom. He has been 
instrumental in the development of the Pitt Online M.Ed. 
Programs in English Education and Elementary Educa-
tion and works with both the School of Education and the 
Center for Instructional Design and Distance Education 
in the implementation and operation of these programs.  
Tim will be teaching English and English Education 
courses at Slippery Rock University beginning in the fall 
of 2011.
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When our School of Education decided to launch 
an entirely online M.Ed. program in English Educa-
tion, we were excited but skeptical. M.Ed. programs 
are designed to engage practicing teachers in 
dialogue about key theoretical perspectives and em-
pirical research that have real impact on classroom 
practice. Such programs rarely include courses 
centered on lecture; instead these programs require 
student-centered discussion and opportunities for 
designing and sharing classroom instructional tools 
and strategies. We knew that an online program 
would provide far more teachers in our region with 
the flexibility of taking courses (many of whom 
would otherwise have to drive quite some distance 
to attend classes), but we wondered how we could 
authentically capture the dialogic nature of our 
constructivist-oriented program in online courses. 

 Research on asynchronous discussions in 
online forums put some of our fears to rest. Studies 
have found that online forums can be quite pro-
ductive spaces for dialogue. For instance, studies 
suggest that online discussions are characterized by 
greater student-to-student interaction with more 
elaboration and engagement than face-to-face 
courses, which are more often marked by teacher-
to-student interaction (Heckman & Annabi, 2005). 
Additionally, online forums can allow for equitabili-
ty in student participation that is sometimes lacking 
in face-to-face discussions (Peterson & Slotta, 2009), 
perhaps because they provide productive distance 
that allows for a less-threatening environment for 
sharing personal ideas and experiences (Mabrito, 
1991; Larson 2008). Finally, asynchronous online 
discussions allow students more time for careful re-
flection on readings and on others’ responses (Baker 
& Lund, 1997; Larson, 2008).

With this research in mind, we set out to design the 
first course in our program - Theory and Practice in 
Teaching Multicultural Literature. 

Background
Theory and Practice in Teaching Multicultural Lit-
erature is a course that aims to teach 7-12 English 
teachers best practices for teaching multicultural 
literature. A face-to-face version of this course had 
been successfully taught through a discussion-based 
seminar format a number of times in prior years. 
Therefore, a high priority in designing the online 
version of the course was maintaining the integrity 
of the course both by retaining the content and by 
using technologies that enhanced delivery of the 
content. In other words, we did not want to design 
a course that used technology for the sake of using 

technology. We wanted to design a course that 
would allow students to engage in discussion that 
was authentic, dialogic and substantively engaging 
(Nystrand & Gamoran, 1991) as well as interpretive. 

Approximately a year before the launch of the 
course we began working with the University’s Cen-
ter for Instructional Design and Distance Education 
(CIDDE) to discuss online pedagogy, technology 
and systems of delivery. We had both utilized Black-
board (the course management system that served 
as the delivery system for the online course) in our 
prior teaching, so we were familiar with its design 
and function. As we considered the affordances of 
Blackboard, we determined that wikis – collabora-
tive work spaces where all invited individuals can 
contribute to content, would provide a useful means 
of hosting discussions that would mimic face-to-
face discussions. 

Once we determined that wikis would serve as a 
primary instructional tool, we returned to the origi-
nal goals of the course to begin the design process. 
The goals were outlined in the form of the following 
three overarching questions:

1.  How can teachers successfully and critically 
engage students in multicultural literature? 
How can teachers incorporate new texts and 
rethink old texts? What pedagogical practices 
can teachers learn to more effectively teach 
these texts? 

2. What can we learn from students’ responses 
to multicultural literature? What does it mean 
when students resist engagement with multi-
cultural literature? In what ways do students’ 
cultural and social stances and assumptions 
affect their readings of multicultural litera-
ture? 

3. How might differences and/or similarities 
between the cultures of teachers and of stu-
dents come into play during the instruction of 
diverse types of literature? In what ways might 
classroom, school, and community contexts 
affect how teachers approach the teaching 
multicultural literature?

Approach
In face-to-face iterations, Theory and Practice in 
Teaching Multicultural Literature included four 
requirements of equal value: (1) participation in 
classroom discussion about the multicultural litera-
ture and scholarly readings, (2) student presentation 
and facilitation of a student-designed lesson plan 
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in a discussion board forum and to respond to his 
partner in about 250 words.

Class participation was easy to track because all 
postings in the wiki and discussion board remained 
online and were date and time stamped. While the 
richness of the postings was most important, having 
all dialogue saved was helpful in tracking how a 
student participated in the discussions and partner-
ships.

The final assessment, a reflective paper, was upload-
ed directly to the instructor and was not utilized in 
whole class discussion.

Results
In determining the success of our approach in this 
course we focused on closely examining the weekly, 
student-facilitated wiki board discussions, which we 
saw as the central feature of the course. In examin-
ing these discussions we coded each response for 
uptake and authenticity of questioning, two factors 
that Nystrand and Gamoran (1991) found to be 
indicators of dialogic, substantively engaged talk. 
Following Nystrand and Gamoran, we defined 
uptake as the clear integration of interpretations and 
ideas voiced in the preceding discussion within a 
response. Each response containing uptake was then 
coded for uptake type: surface-level agreement/
sympathy, supporting/encouraging, questioning/
challenging, asking for elaboration/clarification, or 
developing an original idea. In coding for authentic-
ity of questioning we examined the kinds of ques-
tions that students posed to one another. Authentic 
questions had an indeterminate number of correct 
answers, while inauthentic questions had only one 
possible correct answer.

Through our coding we found that discussions 
in this course were frequently characterized by 
multiple instances of uptake across lengthy “dia-
logic spells” (Langer, 1995), or extended stretches of 
student interaction related to one question. Up-
take often started as surface-level and moved into 

incorporating multicultural literature, (3) a weekly 
dialogue journal in which pairs of students shared 
reflections of course readings, and (4) a final paper 
in which students reflect upon their learning for the 
semester.  With the majority of the student grade 
based upon authentic discussion and writing about 
the course readings, our large goal was to seek a 
method for allowing students’ to engage in dialogue 
in an online format.

The first course was taught as a 12-week course in 
the summer semester, with one module to be com-
pleted each week.  While the course was asynchro-
nous, each module began on a Monday and ended 
the following Sunday so that the course, while not 
self-paced, did enable students to participate on a 
somewhat flexible weekly schedule.  

The whole class discussions took place in a wiki, 
a collaborative space where all students could 
contribute postings in the form of a printed text.  
Each student was assigned one week to facilitate 
class discussion by posting five interpretive ques-
tions on the readings by the Sunday evening prior 
to their assigned module and checking in each day 
to ask follow-up questions and synthesize emergent 
ideas. Amanda modeled facilitation for the first 
two modules. When students were not facilitating, 
they were instructed to participate by providing 
substantial, paragraph length responses to at least 
three of the questions and by responding thought-
fully to the postings of their peers. Students were 
asked to post responses throughout the week rather 
than all at once, so that an authentic dialogue could 
build. 

During the same module in which a student acted 
as facilitator, she was also asked to post a lesson 
plan appropriate for K-12 students, which incorpo-
rated the ideas and theories about the teaching of 
multicultural literature found in the course readings 
for that module.  Amanda modeled this practiced 
by posting her own lesson plan that incorporated 
the readings from module 2. The remainder of the 
students provided feedback on the lesson plan in the 
wiki page in which the lesson was posted; again stu-
dents were asked to read and respond to feedback 
provided by other members of the class. 

While the whole class discussions enabled students 
to see others’ perspectives, the dialogue journal 
in the discussion board provided a space where 
students could reflect on their personal responses 
to the readings and make connections to their own 
teaching in dialogue with just one other person. In 
the dialogue journal assignment each student was 
asked to post a weekly response of about 500 words 

Wiki Instructions:  Instructions for facilitators and participants  
in whole class discussion
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dents the freedom to respond when they chose, to 
whichever comments or questions they chose – also 
allowed students to leave certain challenging ques-
tions unanswered. 

Recommendations
Our work on this course suggests that online 
courses have the potential to engage students in 
substantive, dialogic discussion. Moreover, asyn-
chronous online forums can provide time and space 
for students to develop well-conceived scholarly 
responses and can encourage consideration and 
uptake of other students’ ideas.  Therefore, we would 
certainly recommend that teachers consider online 
courses not only for lecture-based instruction, but 
also for student-centered, dialogic discussion.

In future iterations of this course we plan to imple-
ment instructional mechanisms for ensuring that 
high quality interpretive questions don’t go unan-
swered. For instance we might consider compiling 
a list of unanswered questions at the end of each 
module and using these as dialogue journal prompts 
for the following week. We would also recommend 
that even in discussions that are student-facilitated, 
there is a place for the instructor – in the case of 
this course, that place might be in pushing students 
to answer those challenging questions that are left 
unanswered.

We limited our scope in this essay to a discussion 
of the usefulness of student-facilitated discussion 
forums. In looking further into the success of this 
course, we plan to conduct similar analyses of 
students’ dialogue journals and responses to their 
peers’ lesson plans. Additionally, we plan to conduct 
analyses of the content of students’ discussions, 
dialogue journals, lesson plans, and final projects 
to determine the extent to which students acquired 
proficiency with the major tenets of multicultural 
literature instruction.  

 

developing of original ideas and/or challenges. The 
questions that students posed within dialogic spells 
were often authentic, but were not always taken up 
by others in the class. 

As we’ve reflected on these findings we want to sug-
gest that the online format of this class encouraged 
substantive uptake of ideas for several reasons. First, 
students were specifically required to respond not 
only to the initial questions posed by the facilitator, 
but also to their peers. In other words, uptake was a 
required feature of the course. However, the require-
ment of uptake certainly doesn’t equate to substan-
tive discussion. We argue that the substance of the 
uptake in these discussions can be attributed, at 
least in part, to the fact that these discussions were 
written rather than oral, and therefore, transpar-
ent. Surface-level uptake used as a springboard for 
changing the subject would be only too obvious in 
writing. Finally, we posit that the substantive uptake 
that characterized these discussions was fostered 
by the asynchronous nature of the discussions. 
Students were afforded time to carefully consider 
their peers’ comments before crafting their own 
responses.  

We also noticed that students’ responses were more 
scholarly and less focused on personal anecdotes or 
experiences in individual classrooms. We believe 
that the transparency of the written format was 
again at play in this trend; personal responses may 
be viewed as digressions when seen in permanent 
written form. 

In thinking about why authentic questions were 
often posed but sometimes ignored, we again 
considered the scholarly norms for discussion that 
were established in the course. Although students 
came to expect substantive academic responses and 
questions from one another, the asynchronous and 
nonlinear nature of the class – which gave stu-
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The LTC began in 1998 as a partnership of 
institutions with similar instructional goals, 
strong technology and faculty support programs, 
and an interest in collaboration around teaching 
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