
Inspiring trust and risk in online 
discussion 

 

This session will describe ways to build a respectful and supportive classroom 
community that encourages participation from all students and deepens 

opportunities for peer learning. Drawing from how community was created in an 
online course on racial identity development at the School of Social Work, this 

interactive session will consider how to build community in courses across a variety of 
departments.  
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Quick endorsement of the value of the 
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CTL lessons apply for years 
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What risks do we ask students to take 
in class? 



What risks do we ask students to take in 
class? 

We ask students to be vulnerable in front of others: 
• Speaking in public 
• Volunteering to have people look at them 
• Admitting they don’t know the answer  
• Being wrong, being right, feeling judged either way 
• Experiencing conflict / disagreement 
• Sharing personal opinions, thoughts, experiences 
 

The other people include: 
• Potential crushes, exes, competitors, friends, peers 
• The instructor who has power over them 
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How can we create a classroom in 
which students feel comfortable 

taking risks? 

Creating, using, and 
enforcing community 
agreements 

Building community 

These strategies can help establish a respectful, 
supportive environment that promotes participation & 

learning  



“Learning results from what the student 
does and thinks and only from what the 
student does and thinks. The teacher can 
advance learning only by influencing 
what the student does to learn.” 

 

 
HERBERT A. SIMON, one of the founders of the field of Cognitive Science, Nobel 

Laureate, and University Professor (deceased) at Carnegie Mellon University, from: 
How Learning Works: Seven Research-Based Principles for Smart Teaching 

Why is it important for students to 
take risks in the classroom? 
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Example community agreements: 
Workers and the Workplace 

• What’s said here stays here 

• Acknowledge others’ 
feelings;  give feedback, e.g. by 
saying “ouch” 

• Share what’s learned here 

• Use each other & each other's 
strengths as resources 



Example community agreements: 
Staff Development, Training, & Mentoring 

• Argue the point, not the person 
• Communicate respect even if you 

disagree 
• Assume good will / don’t take it 

personally 
• One mic 
• “Call them in, not out” 
• Share real world experiences 
• Share ideas / be brave 
• Don’t be afraid to shift your mental 

model 
• “Step up / step back” 
• Share job opportunities / network 



Example community agreements: 
Macro Community Practice 



Example community agreements: 
Racial Identity Development 



Focus on Racial Identity Development: 
Online course, First-year MSW students 

• Community agreements reviewed: 

– At the start of each class session, with potential to 
edit / add to the agreements 

– Within each small group breakout discussion 

 

• Community agreements enforced: 

– In grading rubrics for class sessions 

– In grading rubrics for online class discussion forums 

– In the moment during live class discussions 

 



Revisiting our Community Agreements 

Anything to add or change?  If these are still ok with you and you still 
agree to follow them, please give us a green check. 
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Examples of community-building 

Class celebrations/ 
congratulations 

Community-building 
discussion forum at 
the start of the 
semester 





Breakout Instructions: Intros & finding 
things in common 

This activity builds on our Getting Acquainted discussion forum.  In the 
discussion forum, you had the chance to find out what you had in common 
with individuals in our class.  Now, let’s see what you have in common with a 
group of your classmates. 
 

1. Unmute your mics & introduce yourselves 

2. Choose a recorder to take notes (only one person can write on the note 
pod at a time) 

3. Choose a facilitator who will make sure all voices are heard in the 
discussion 

4. Choose a reporter to share with the whole group when we come back 
together 

5. Discuss which option below you will do, and then do it: 

– Option 1:  List as many things as you can that you all have in common 

– Option 2:  Find 1-2 really unique things that you all have in common 



Breakout Debrief 

• Full group on webcam 

• Reporters – share 

1. Which option did your group choose, and 
why did you choose it? 

2. How did you go about finding out what you 
had in common? 

3. What’s one thing you’d like to share from 
your list? 

 



Congrats on nearing the end of your first 
year at CSSW! 

Sooner than you know it, you’ll be here! 



____ – Happy birthday! 
____ – Good luck with your new job! 
____ & ____ – Congratulations on your moves! 
 
Anything else to celebrate?  Please type into chat. 

Some class celebrations 



Welcome back! 
Thank you for your open and respectful conversations 

last week.  You are one week closer to this. 
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Time to Tweet  
#itsi17 @MattheaMarquart 

1.In your discipline / courses, what kinds of risks 
are students asked to take in class? 

2.How might community agreements help students 
take these risks?  /  What kinds of community 
agreements might help students take risks? 

3.What kinds of community-building activities 
could help make your classes respectful and 
supportive?  /  What’s one example of a 
community-builder you’d like to try? 



Thank you! 

• Thank you for choosing this session and being amazing! 
• Mark Phillipson 
• Lucy Appert 
• Kenny Hirschmann 
• Allison DeWitt 
• Peiyi Woo 
• Rebecca Chung 
• The Center for Teaching and Learning 
• Columbia School of Social Work 
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