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Designing Effective Discussion Forums 

Phase 1: Plan the Purpose 

  

Choose a Purpose 

I want students to discuss the concept of war, to be able to discuss each major 
war, their causes, and their similarities and differences. I want students to analyze 
the role of propaganda in the nation’s responses to each war, and to consider 
what it would be like to be a soldier and a civilian during those difficult times. 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

•Big, main or important ideas
•Discussion forums can help deepen learning

Demonstration of 
Knowledge of key concepts

•Sense of community helps keep students engaged
•Some students may participate in ways they wouldn’t in personCommunity Building

•Helps us understand the meaning of our experiences
•Can lead to deep learningReflection

•Is about knowing how to think, not what to thinkCritical Thinking

Demonstration of 
Knowledge of key 

concepts

Community Building

Reflection

Critical Thinking
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Phase 2: Plan the Activity 

Activity Levels 
Each forum purpose has three corresponding activities from which to choose. The Key Concept, 
Community Building and Reflection categories are divided into Beginner Level, Intermediate Level and 
Advanced Level activities. The Critical Thinking category offers three Advanced Level activities due to the 
fact that thinking critically requires high level cognitive skills (as shown in the Overview table below). 

 

 

Beginner Level – at this beginning level the 
student learns key terms and key concepts. 
Activities are basic, requiring low level thinking 
skills such as the ability to identify and classify 
information. 

Intermediate Level – at this intermediate level the student learns to apply and analyze information. 
Activities require mid-level thinking skills such as the ability perform tasks and identify relationships 
between concepts. 

Advanced Level – at this advanced level the student learns to synthesize information. Activities require 
high-level thinking skill such as the ability to evaluate and critique information. At this level, 
independent and original thinking occur. 

Forum Purposes and their Activities – Overview 
  

Beginner

Intermediate

Advanced
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Choose an Activity 

I want students to discuss the concept of war, to be able to discuss each major 
war, their causes, and their similarities and differences. I want students to analyze 
the role of propaganda in the nation’s responses to each war, and to consider 
what it would be like to be a soldier and a civilian during those difficult times. 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Phase 3: Choose the Forum Type 

 
 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Standard

Anyone can start 
a new discussion 

thread

Can see other 
posts by peers 
and instructors

Good for large 
or student-led 

discussions

Post-First

Students must 
post before 
seeing other 

posts

Good when 
asking specific 
questions with 

common answers

Demonstration of 
Knowledge of key 

concepts

Community Building

Reflection

Critical Thinking
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Bringing it All Together 
 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Phase 1: Purpose Phase 2:  Activity Phase 3:     
Forum Type

Standard

Anyone can start 
a new discussion 

thread

Can see other 
posts by peers 
and instructors

Good for large 
or student-led 

discussions

Post-First

Students must 
post before 
seeing other 

posts

Good when 
asking specific 
questions with 

common answers

See the Guide to Designing Instructional Discussion Forums by Chris Gonnella for more details. 


