
parent sign those release forms. Students created
Web pages for three years, and along the way, I had a
few students who chose not to publish online. Since
that time, I have personally participated in online
discussions through Blackboard at the University of
Nebraska–Lincoln, including teaching a fiction writ-
ing class solely using Blackboard. I have also partici-
pated in the National Writing Project’s annual
E-Anthology as a member of the E-Team, a group of
writing teachers who respond to writers who post
their work online. From my experiences with Black-
board and the E-Anthology, I knew the depth and
breadth of responses to writing were phenomenal. I
have experienced some of the best responses to litera-
ture through Blackboard courses used as an extension
of university courses. Sometimes, I would stay up
late at night just to finish reading all of the responses
students would post about the assigned piece of liter-
ature. They opened my eyes to so many interesting
perceptions and interpretations. And the responses I
read on the discussion board were extensive—much
more than students could have ever presented in
class, for lack of time. I wanted students to experi-
ence what I had experienced. I wanted them to have
the chance to see what an entire class might have to
say about an author’s work.

he digital world has become an integral
part of our lives, whether for business,
education, or personal use. High school
teachers can capitalize on this phenome-

non to enrich literature discussions. Online
threaded discussions include the use of blogs,
Blackboard, and phpBB (Hypertext Preprocessor
Bulletin Board) formats. While “real time” litera-
ture discussions in classrooms can certainly still be
valuable, online threaded discussions offer advan-
tages that other discussions do not. T. DeVere
Wolsey sees value in such discussions: “Online
threaded discussion allows the teacher and students
to expand the classroom beyond the school day and
beyond the school walls so that more thoughtful
exchanges can take place” (par. 1).

Background

My experience with online environments actually
began in 1997 when junior students began creating
Web pages with the rich narratives of nursing home
residents in an oral history project. At that time, I
even used first and last names; today, we know that is
a big no-no. However, I did construct a release form
with the advice of legal professionals, and I had every

High school teacher Cathie English believes online threaded discussions are “an amazing ally to
the teacher who cares about giving voice to every student in the classroom.” They offer a forum
for quiet students to develop and verbalize ideas; promote in-depth response and reflection;
encourage peer affirmation; and provide opportunities for more teacher-student and student-
student interaction. English also addresses several issues that accompany online discussion, such
as parental concerns, classroom implementation, and technology access and equity.
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I think a mix of everything helped me tremendously. I like having face-to-face response,
however, the blog is cool because EVERYONE can respond to your piece if they like. 

—Josh, World Literature and Language student, Aurora High School, 2005

selson
Text Box
Copyright © 2007 by the National Council of Teachers of English. All rights reserved.



Implementing Online Discussions

In 2005, we returned to the Internet to create online
portfolios and a few threaded discussions, but
recently students participated in online threaded
discussions on several pieces of literature, including
Franz Kafka’s The Metamorphosis; An Na’s A Step from
Heaven; short stories from Words of Farewell: Stories by
Korean Women Writers edited by Kang Sǒk-kyǒng,
Kim Chi-wǒn, and O Chǒng-hǔi; Ralph Waldo
Emerson’s “Self-Reliance”; and Walt Whitman’s
poetry. For each of these works, I formulated a set of
writing prompts and asked students to respond to
one prompt and to at least one other student’s
response to the literature. The following are three
writing prompts from the Metamorphosis discussion: 

1. Discuss the correlation between the
character, Gregor Samsa, and the writer,
Franz Kafka. Are there similarities between
his fictional character and himself? What was
Kafka trying to convey about his life, if so?

2. Depending on the translation and the
commentator, Gregor is described variously
as an insect, a bug, a beetle, a cockroach, a
louse, and a piece of vermin. Is it possible to
say precisely what sort of creature he turns
into? Why or why not?

3. What are the advantages and disadvantages
of turning into a bug the way Gregor does?

These are questions we might address in the
classroom, but how many students will be able to
answer these questions in a large-group discussion?
Probably only those who are the talkers—usually
about 15 percent of the class. Yes, we could break stu-
dents into small groups to discuss these questions.
Each group could take one question to answer thor-
oughly and give different opinions, or each group
could take all questions and discuss them, but they
probably wouldn’t complete the discussion for each
question. When students receive writing prompts in
an online discussion, each student must respond to
one of the writing prompts and cite the text to sup-
port his or her thesis. One of my particularly quiet
students was Shea; she rarely spoke up in class, usu-
ally only if I asked her directly—and then, she would
never speak for more than thirty seconds. The blog
discussion board elicited the following response from
Shea for question number three above:

While turning into a bug can be overwhelming
and seem absurd, Gregor experienced the advan-
tages and disadvantages to being a beetle. How-
ever, I question if he took full advantage of the
circumstances. 

The most obvious advantage is that one becomes
very dependent. In the beginning, Grete waited on
Gregor and eventually became very aware of his
needs. He could have even found ways to hint for
things that would have pleased him. Gregor’s family
did not welcome his metamorphosis, but it may
have been possible for him to venture out in public
and earn money to support his family. It is quite
possible that people would have paid to see him. He
also lost a lot of responsibility at work. He was able
to spend the day at home, free from life’s pressures.
Throughout Gregor’s bug life he learned that he
could scare people quite easily, and actually consid-
ered using this to his advantage when he thought
about keeping his sister hostage in order to enjoy her
music forever. “He would never let her out of his
room, at least, not so long as he lived; his frightful
appearance would become, for the first time, useful
to him . . .” (pg 121). Gregor also experienced the
thrill of climbing on walls. This could prove useful
in many circumstances, as well as provide some indi-
cation of Spiderman’s viewpoint of the world. 

It appears that the disadvantages outweigh the
advantages. Gregor was no longer able to earn
money for his family. In fact, they resented him for
turning into a bug, because they were left to
scrounge for money in other ways. This may also be
why they turned against him and he was ignored
the majority of the time. It is also quite possible
that Gregor may have gotten bored, sitting in the
dark all day long, without anyone to correspond
with. Gregor experienced the gross, disturbing life
of a bug, and had to suffer through inhumane con-
ditions. A major disadvantage that Gregor experi-
enced early on was the lack of communication. He
could not convey his needs, or give input to
improve the situation his family found themselves
in. He first understands his predicament when the
chief clerk arrives. “‘Did you understand a word of
it?’ the chief clerk was asking; ‘surely he can’t be
trying to make fools of us?’” (pg 79).

I have examined the advantages and disadvan-
tages that Gregor Samsa faced during his meta-
morphosis. When first thinking about being a bug,
the disadvantages are probably strong in one’s
mind, but it is interesting to think of the neat
things one could do as a bug. Maybe I wouldn’t
mind it for just a day.
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Shea’s response is written quite formally, and the
reason may be that many students read the writing
prompts while logged onto the blog but composed
their response in Word so they had the advantage of
the grammar check and spell check. Today, students
can go to Google Docs (http://docs.google.com)
and type in an online environment that includes a
grammar and spell check and other features of a
word processor. I also explain to students before we

use the blog or discussion
board that we will use Stan-
dard English in our postings
because the online discussion
is an extension of our class-
room. It is not a chat room
where their use of language is
more informal. This past year
my students used Tapped In,
another online space where
they could post to the discus-
sion board but also conduct
online chats or private chats.
It is interesting to note that

they continue their informal language within the
private space but with anything that they know
will be posted publicly, even just to their class-
mates, they are careful to use Standard English. I
believe students want to represent themselves in a
positive way in an online space. 

Wolsey cites Glen Gordon Smith, David Fer-
guson, and Mieke Caris, who “evaluated the value
of online and face-to-face discussion, concluding
that the online forum ‘elicits deeper thinking on
the part of the students’” (par. 4). The passage
above certainly supports this statement. Wolsey
also cites R. W. Burniske’s Literacy in the Cyberage:
Composing Ourselves Online: “The ‘turn-taking’ here
does not allow for interruptions, which means each
participant has an opportunity to speak without
pause, inspiring declamations as well as dialogues”
(par. 9). Shea’s response to the writing prompt was
much more explicit than responses she could offer
in class. She had written superior compositions
over the course of two years, but she was shy and so
did not speak up in class as other students did.
Often her responses were not as developed as I
knew she was capable of due to lack of time.
Because she was able to respond on the blog, she

received peer affirmation from two students who
wrote the following responses to her response to
The Metamorphosis:

I agree that it would be fun to be a bug for just a
day. I like the points you make about the advan-
tages of being a bug and how much less stress Gre-
gor had and how his sister waited on him hand
and foot. I also think people would have paid to
see him, to bad his parents didn’t think of that.
Good essay.—Ashley

I think you demonstrate tremendous insight on
the subject. Obviously if you wake up one morn-
ing and find that you have turned into a bug you
are going to be faced with overwhelming chal-
lenges and adversity. I think your essay does a
great job conveying the possible advantages too,
and that is really important because they are so
easy to overlook. Thank you for giving me the
opportunity to see both sides of the coin!—Kacey

Josh was also a quiet student. Although his
response isn’t as extensive as Shea’s, his comment
was a major accomplishment for him. He was
incredibly shy in small groups and seldom seemed
engaged with other students. The following was his
response to prompt number five, which was, “Kafka
was known as an existentialist or absurdist. What
qualities of existentialism are conveyed in The
Metamorphosis? What is Kafka saying about the
nature of existence?”

I think the elements of existentialism in Kakas
metamorphosis are very promanant. The idea that
you are just a worker bug in life is the complete
essence of it all. Is that all that were supposed to
do, is work? If so what exactly do we work for? To
survive, right? I don’t think so. I think its more
than that. We don’t work our butts off in life just
to keep going. It’s to obtain our “goals” and to get
what we “want”. But what happens when we have
that? It’s only enjoyable for so long. What do we
do when we have what we “want”? Go back to just
surviving. If thats all there was to his life, if thats
all there is to life, than what was the point, and I
think thats what hes saying. 

Josh was one of the few students who chose
what I thought was one of the most difficult writ-
ing prompts. He had to understand what it was to
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be an absurdist or an existentialist—two complex
philosophies. We had studied these philosophies in
class, but our discussion of these philosophies was
limited to a day of looking at the definitions and a
few Internet sources explaining something about
the history of the existentialist movement and some
of its key figures. Josh wrote several responses to
other students on this blog posting and he received
a short response from another student who agreed
with his analysis of Kafka. The brief response vali-
dated Josh’s response to the literature, something
he may not have risked in a small group, and he
may not have received a response like this from any-
one in his small group. 

Benefits for the Silent Student

The silent student is not a new phenomenon, but
the use of online discourses has become an amazing
ally to the teacher who cares about giving voice to
every student in the classroom. There are many
teachers concerned about the “silences in the class-
room.” Whit Douglas, a PhD student and graduate
assistant at the University of Nebraska, responded
to my demonstration in the summer 2005
Nebraska Literature Institute on using the discus-
sion thread of a blog in my classroom with the fol-
lowing insights: 

As a self-doubting student who has often been
silent in classroom settings . . . I’ve found online
response spaces to be invaluable. It’s a less threat-
ening moment wherein I can really think about
what I want to say before I say it, and generally
can even go back and edit what I’ve posted after
I’ve posted it. In my first semester at UNL, the
only way some of my colleagues knew me and my
opinions was through our blackboard discussion
space. As one who has often been silent, I try to be
attentive to the silences in my own classroom, to
who is speaking and who is not. The assumption is
sometimes made that students who aren’t speak-
ing are disengaged, when frequently some of the
most silent students are the most engaged and
have great things to contribute to the learning
community. Online forums are one way I’ve seen
silent student voices emerge, and as a result, they
are constructed by their peers as active learners.
Also, online spaces provide moments where stu-
dents aren’t interrupted and talked over, can really
flesh out their ideas.

Teacher Holly Atkins of the Tampa Bay Area
Writing Project, in her application to the National
Writing Project’s Writing and Technology Writing
Retreat, shared her experiences with online sources
and the desire to write an article based on her expe-
riences with the silent student because “while most
students (especially in middle school) are eager to
communicate verbally in face-to-face writing con-
ferences with their peers and teachers, there are
those students who are not.” She notes that Web
sites such as “Nicenet, Tapped In, and teacher-
created blogs can offer those students in particular
an environment where the self-consciousness of in-
person communication is reduced if not removed.” 

Wolsey writes that teachers and other stu-
dents can interact more with students, and he notes
that the online forum removes students from the
social positioning of a classroom, which is why
some students never find their voice or express
themselves:

And unlike the linear model of the paper journal,
teachers can consistently interact, over time, with
the students in a scaffolding relationship (Eby,
1998, p. 198). In this way, threaded discussions
become a bridge between role sheets, paper jour-
nals, and sophisticated discussions of literature.
Additionally, threaded discussions may create a
more equitable environment than exists in the
classroom, allowing students to participate with-
out the degree of social positioning that some
researchers have identified as existing frequently
within collaborative groups (e.g., Evans, 1996).
(par. 10)

Wolsey goes on to say that “[d]iscussion is
arguably the oldest instructional tool, with written
response to text closely following. The electronic
TDG [threaded discussion group] . . . encourages
students to negotiate meaning with the literature
they read through a social context that specifically
calls for thoughtful response” (par. 14). 

The benefits of responding to literature in a
threaded discussion group are enormous for the
silent student, but the threaded discussion also
accomplishes the same benefits for those who nor-
mally respond in class, because it asks them to give
a more in-depth response. The online response asks
students to reflect a little more and not just give a
spur-of-the-moment response. 
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Concerns about Online 
Instructional Environments

Although there are many benefits to the online
response, there are also several concerns. As a
teacher of English, I have had to address some of
those concerns as I have used the Internet in my

classroom. One concern that
many parents have is the fear
that their son or daughter
might meet a sexual predator
online—or that someone may
access information about their
child, invading their family
privacy. Some parents might
express concern that perhaps
their child will charge several
thousand dollars with their
credit card or that a site isn’t
secure and their charge
account or bank account will
be hacked into. Many parents

of adolescents simply become exasperated with
their child when he or she talks online, instant mes-
saging or emailing friends until 4 a.m. Despite
parental concern, I have had good fortune working
with students in an online environment. 

One concern for many teachers is the process
of registering students online and navigation by
students on a threaded discussion. The initial
phase of online posting does take a lot of time. One
must instruct students how to use a blog—how to
log on, find the writing prompt, post a written
response, read someone else’s response and, finally,
post a response to another student in the class.
Once students have learned these things, however,
the discussion may explode as they don’t waste
time once they know what they are doing. I
explain to students that the discussion board is not
a chat room. It behooves teachers to model the
types of responses they want from the students.
The first year I tried using a discussion-board writ-
ing prompt, English 11 students basically wrote
two lines in response to the writing prompt and
then wrote responses to each other that mimicked
the kind of online chatting they did on their own
time. However, the Honors English 11 students
focused on the writing prompt, formulating a

well-developed response. They also seemed to be
more engaged in responding to each other and
what was said about the literature. It’s not that
English 11 students couldn’t do this type of
responding—they could, but they needed more
modeling and coaching and constant reminders of
the task.

Another concern I have faced is the student
who doesn’t receive any feedback on his or her
response. Sometimes, one student receives several
responses and another receives none. I can
respond to those students, but I find it a better
plan to go around the room and ask specific stu-
dents if they would read another student’s post-
ing and then respond. That’s the ideal situation. I
have learned from my experiences with the
National Writing Project’s E-Anthology that it
helps to have a few responders who make certain
that everyone gets a response. We can decide that
this responder will be the teacher, but we could
certainly ask specific students to be responders of
the week who make sure that everyone gets a
response for the designated week. I always read
each response, but I don’t always find the time to
respond to each online threaded discussion. I also
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RESOURCES FOR ONLINE THREADED
DISCUSSIONS

Blogger.com 

Borsheim, Carlin. “Email Partnerships: Conversations
That Changed the Way My Students Read.” 
English Journal 93.5 (2004): 60–65.

Jewell, Vivian. “Continuing the Classroom Commu-
nity: Suggestions for Using Online Discussion
Boards.” English Journal 94.4 (2005): 83–87.

Learnerblogs from WordPress.Edublogs.org 

The National Writing Project Manila tutorial
http://blogs.writingproject.org/nwpHelp/stories/
storyReader$23

Richardson, Will. “Web Logs in the English Class-
room: More Than Just Chat.” English Journal
93.1 (2003): 39–43.

Wolsey, T. DeVere. “What Are Some Considerations
for Teachers?” http://www.readingonline.org/
articles/art_index.asp?HREF=wolsey/index.html



want to see the peer-to-peer response, so I try to
stay out of their way. In this regard, I become the
“silent” person who listens to their conversation.
I usually do respond to everyone at least twice per
reading assignment, but I like it better when stu-
dents take ownership for the online discussion
board. 

Whenever a teacher speaks about using tech-
nology in the classroom, the issue of access or
equity arises. At conferences and institutes, I have
shared what I have done in the classroom with oral
history Web pages, digital stories, poetry CDs, and
online discussions, but several teachers approach
me afterward and say, “Yeah, but do you know what
our computers are like? Do you know how often we
can get into a lab? Do you know that our school
doesn’t have money to provide computer labs?” It is
difficult to advocate for the use of technology in the
writing and literature classroom in front of teachers
who may want to implement this pedagogy into
their classroom but cannot because of the lack of
financial resources and time. 

Another issue that has come up when I have
presented my work at the national, state, and local
levels has been learning the technology: “Well, how
do you do this? How do you create a Web page? a
digital story? a poetry CD? create and maintain a
blog?” It takes time to show other teachers how to
do these things, at least to a point where they feel
comfortable enough to teach the processes to stu-
dents. With the proper preparation and modeling
by the teacher, students can navigate and facilitate
an engaging discussion of literature in an online
format. See the sidebar for resources.

Final Thoughts

The online threaded discussion group is a valuable
way for teachers to give all students an opportunity
to find their voices, whether writing in response to
literature or someone else’s writing. But perhaps it
is best to conclude with what students thought of
the blogs. Several of them liked the responses they
received on the classroom blog because responding
this way was anonymous. They also appreciated
how quickly they could post their piece and receive
responses. One student, Natalie, liked that she 
wasn’t assigned a person to respond to when using
the blog. She wrote, “The blog was good for World
Lit. because you weren’t assigned a person to respond
to, and, because of the pseudonyms, you didn’t
often know who you were responding to. All that
mattered was what you wrote or posted.” Savanna
wrote, “The best experience this year would have to
be all of the responses I’ve gotten on the blog. Peo-
ple are really helpful and enlightening.” 
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READWRITETHINK CONNECTION LISA STORM FINK, RWT

English invites students to discuss literature in an online forum. “A Collaboration of Sites and Sounds: Using Wikis
to Catalog Protest Songs” also asks students to discuss a text. However, this lesson uses wikis—online writing
spaces that allow users to freely access and edit content—providing educators with a powerful tool to teach 
collaborative writing and new media. A similar activity can also be completed using a piece of literature.
http://www.readwritethink.org/lessons/lesson_view.asp?id=979




