Using Discussion Boards, VoiceThread, and Teams More Effectively 
One of the key challenges of remote learning is finding ways to promote thoughtful discussion and help students to communicate with faculty and with one another, about ideas in our courses. Trent supports three tools that can help with that communication: Blackboard Discussion Boards, VoiceThread, and Microsoft Teams. To help you chose the best one for your course, we’ve identified the benefits and limitations of each tool, and some tips that you might keep in mind as you use them.
Introduction to Blackboard Discussion Boards
Introduction to VoiceThread
Introduction to Microsoft Teams 
Which Platform is Right for My Course?

[bookmark: _An_Introduction_to]An Introduction to Blackboard Discussion Boards
Discussion Boards provide an asynchronous discussion forum within Blackboard that allows faculty and students to post questions and responses to which everyone in the course can respond. In their most common usage, instructors post a prompt and give students have a period of time to post a written response as well as to respond to a given number of other students’ posts.
Benefits of Discussion Boards
· Discussion boards can offer a low-tech alternative to synchronous seminars for students who have scheduling or technology constraints.
· Discussion boards can encourage thoughtful, text-based responses that require preparation and consideration.
· Discussion boards can allow students and instructors to build upon one another’s ideas.
· Discussion boards are fully integrated within Blackboard and can be adaptively released to small groups within a class to encourage small group discussion. 
Potential Drawbacks of Discussion Boards
· Discussion Boards can potentially be stilted if students fail to address key ideas or respond to posts in a way that moves the topic forward and instead simply repeat similar ideas or write posts that continually go in new or unconnected directions.
· Discussion boards can become performative, with students looking for the easiest responses to prompts or posts rather than engaging in creative thinking.
· Discussion boards are very common in secondary and post-secondary online learning and thus can seem overused. Especially when students are taking all of their courses online, the number of posts students need to complete can seem overwhelming. For example, a student who is required to post twice a week in all five of their courses would have to write 100 posts over the course of the term.
· Discussion boards can feel like “busy work” that is disconnected from larger assessments or course goals.
· Students can find the time management challenging for discussion boards, as they may have to wait for other students to post before they can complete their required replies.
· It can be time consuming to monitor and mark discussion boards, especially in large classes.
Tips for Using Discussion Boards Effectively
· In order to facilitate meaningful dialogue, it is helpful for instructors to be present on discussion boards, especially early on when students are learning expectations. Faculty can use their comments to move the discussion forward and point out moments of clarity or potential engagement between students.
· To help students to see discussion boards as more than busy work, consider explaining how discussion posts link to learning outcomes. Try to do so when introducing the assignment to students – and when responding to their ideas.
· Try to show how the discussion posts can help them with upcoming assessments (from quizzes to case study responses to essays). 
· If possible, consider giving students a choice of prompts to respond to or a range of options of how to respond to posts. For example, can students include hyperlinks or videos in their posts/responses? Such choices can encourage students to think deeply about what parts of the course materials are most interesting or confusing to them as well as how best to express their response to the materials. 
Resources to Help You Get Started 
· The CTL offers Guidelines for Using Discussion Boards in Remote Courses and Sample Materials for Discussion Boards.
· For help with the logistics of setting up and maintaining discussion boards, see Blackboard’s help guides on discussions.
[bookmark: _An_Introduction_to_1]An Introduction to VoiceThread
VoiceThread is a multimedia discussion forum that allows students and instructors to post media, including slides, images, text-documents, or video, and then comment on their post by video, voice, or text. Other class members can then respond to the post by microphone, webcam, keyboard, or phone. Through the Blackboard integration, faculty’s and students’ accounts are created automatically when they link from their course site to VoiceThread. 
Benefits of VoiceThread
· VoiceThread brings students and instructors into direct contact with material as posts and comments focus directly on slides, images and videos, or text documents.
· VoiceThread makes instructors and students more present as their voices can be easily integrated into discussions of course texts or explanations/questions about assignment sheets or the syllabus.
· The content and comments can appear in a variety of multimedia formats and can be more nuanced (e.g. audio-based contributions allow for tone of voice to be communicated).
· VoiceThread provides a student-friendly interface that is similar in look and feel to popular sites like Instagram.
Potential Drawbacks of VoiceThread
· VoiceThread does require time and effort to learn how it works; some students and instructors may have difficulties understanding how to get started using the platform. 
· It can be time consuming for faculty to set up smaller groups within VoiceThread and to navigate to every submission manually for grading.
· Students may find the time management challenging, as they may have to wait for other students to post before they can complete their required replies.
· VoiceThread posts and comments can feel like “busy work” that is disconnected from larger course assessments.
Tips for Using VoiceThread Effectively
· To help students learn how to use VoiceThread and see its value, appear frequently on VoiceThread, especially early on when students are learning expectations. Use comments to move the discussion forward and point out moments of clarity or potential engagement with other students.
· To motivate students to see VoiceThread as more than busy work, consider explaining how discussion posts link to learning outcomes and assessments. For example, instructors can use their comments to help students understand how they might use the ideas they develop in their posts in papers and exams. 
· Try out VoiceThread yourself before you implement it, especially in a large class.
· Consider hosting a synchronous orientation session for VoiceThread or creating a video to explain its use. That’ll help get your students familiar with a new tool.
Resources to Help You Get Started
· In their CTL faculty showcases, Professor Paula Sherman and Professor Kelly Egan discuss how they creatively integrate VoiceThread into their courses.
· Take a look at a sample VoiceThread Introduction Assignment created by Professor Sally Chivers.
· VoiceThread files can be integrated directly into Blackboard sites. For more on how to create VoiceThread files see its Blackboard Instructors Guide.
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Microsoft Teams is a collaboration platform that allows students and faculty to communicate with one another and share work on documents and projects as a class or in small groups. Faculty and students can create a “Team,” for a group such as particular class. This team allows members to store, edit, and share files with one another, to hold synchronous video meetings, and to chat by text message. Within a Teams site, the class can be divided into sub-groups with their own channel (or page). The site creator can either manually add members to the site, or they can post a link that allows anyone who clicks on it to join the site. 
Benefits of Teams
· Teams allows Trent students to communicate with other Trent students, without giving out private information.
· Teams facilitates collaboration. Within a team, students or faculty can create private channels for group work, which allows group members to text one another, store and edit files, and meet by video.
· Teams will feel familiar to many students who have used group chats or google docs as it uses a texting format and cloud document storage.
Potential Drawbacks of Teams
· Teams is separate from Blackboard and cannot pull from Blackboard groups (such as seminars). Faculty need to add students to channels manually if they wish to have separate sections for particular tutorials or group projects. 
· If Teams is open, the site’s default is to show an individual as “available” to all other team members. Faculty should take care to set their status to “busy” or “do not disturb” if they do not want students to know they are online at a given time.
· Because Teams has a text/chat/call feature, students may begin to use it as a means to communicate with faculty.
Tips for Using Teams Effectively
· It is helpful to consider and communicate guidelines for when/how often students should be available on Teams. 
· Teams allows students to post files that everyone will see; so, aim to make clear what types of materials can and cannot be posted on Teams in order to protect the academic integrity of assessments.
· It’s important to clarify whether students can use Teams to communicate with instructors or whether they should use email to contact faculty and TAs.
Resources to Help You Get Started
· IT offers a Microsoft Teams Quick Guide that shows how to set up and link a Teams site to a Blackboard course site.
· Tanya Wakeland offers a helpful guide to Teams along with examples of how it has been used in classes at Durham College. 
[bookmark: _Which_Platform_is]Which Platform is Right for My Course?
Deciding which platform to use in your course depends on your goals for student engagement and your comfort level with learning new platforms.
	I Want To
	Consider Using

	Provide a low-tech alternative to Zoom for students who have limited internet access or who are on different time zones.


	Blackboard Discussion Boards

	Focus discussion on readings or text-based materials.


	Blackboard Discussion Boards

	Use a tool that will take minimal set up and is totally integrated inside my Blackboard course.
	Blackboard Discussion Boards

	Provide audio descriptions/annotations of the syllabus and assignment sheets.
	VoiceThread

	Focus student discussion on images and videos.
	VoiceThread

	Expand students’ modes of expression and make asynchronous discussions as much like synchronous discussions as possible. 
	VoiceThread

	Require students to work in small groups on a project over the course of several weeks or the entire term.


	Microsoft Teams

	Encourage students to form study groups to discuss material.
	Microsoft Teams

	Encourage or require students to peer review each other’s work.
	Microsoft Teams
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