In my opinion, the critical elements for facilitating an online discussion include:

· Strategies: Introductions, Case scenarios, opinion statements, exploration, brainstorming, role-playing, webquests, action/reaction postings, creating course content, student leaders, and continuation of discussions from elluminate sessions.

· Materials Needed: Copies of all course documents and readings should be made available in the course shell. Any software downloads (PDF, IM, etc) should be linked to in the course shell. If there is a synchronous component, students will need the headset and microphone. Netiquette documents should also be available.

· Technology Required: Access to a computer and the internet. If there is a synchronous component, students will need the headset and microphone. Powerpoint is generally advisable. 

· Training Issues: Students and faculty should test run the software before attempting the actual discussion or meeting. This way java downloads and other critical updates are installed. Tech support should be available through email, phone, or live on-site to assist students new to the technology.

· Roles for Participants: After purpose was clarified, participants should have the opportunity to share knowledge, the time to reflect on responses and share their own, and use critical thinking skills (compare, contrast, sythesize and evaluate).

· Specific Roles of the Moderator: Establish a safe tone (welcoming), direct students to the participation guidelines, indicate expectations for post amounts and how often you plan to post as the moderator, re-focus the discussion if required, contact and encourage non-participants (reluctant participants), and summarize the discussions from time to time (or delegate that to participants.)


