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Thank you for the opportunity to be reimbursed for my travel to the 6th Pacific Rim 
Conference on Education hosted by Burapha University in Thailand. This conference is a 
wonderful opportunity to bring together faculty from Illinois State University and faculty 
from Thailand, Taiwan, South Korea, and Japan to discuss education-related issues. 
 
My contribution to the conference consisted of an individual presentation, a panel 
presentation, and a session moderator. Each of these contributions assisted with the 
success of the conference.   
 
My individual presentation was entitled Building Interactivity Through the Use of 
Backchannel Discussions. The purpose of this SoTL research study was to examine the use 
of the social pedagogy of backchannels—real-time online conversations taking place 
simultaneously with spoken discussions (the front channel)—as one approach to digital 
discussions. Using transcripts of front channel and backchannel discussions and whole 
class reflections, the researcher examined how backchannels facilitated learning and 
interactivity with undergraduate pre-service and graduate in-service teachers.   
With the bulk of educational research on backchanneling focusing on classes held in large 
lecture hall formats (e.g. Pohl, Gehlen-Baum & Bry, 2011), little emphasis has been placed 
on researching how participants in backchannels construct meaning. Linguistically, by its 
very definition, backchanneling points to the importance of the listener in creating meaning 
through dialogue. Thus, when translated to the digital environment, what impact does the 
backchannel have on one’s learning and level of interactivity?  
 
The undergraduate participants (19) were enrolled in a literacy teaching methods course 
and the graduate students (21) were enrolled in an action research course. Both courses 
met face-to-face on campus, and all data were collected within the ISU classroom setting. 
Data for this study consisted of transcripts of the backchannel discussion and participant 
reflections of the experience. Participants in the study 1) Read the assigned material for a 
class discussion; 2) Participated in a backchanneling discussion both as part of a live 
discussion and as a member of the backchannel; and 3) Participated in a debriefing about 
the experience. The real-time conversation was audio-recorded as well as the debriefing 
that followed.   
 
Henri’s (1992) framework and analytical model for analyzing CMC messages was used as 
the tool for analysis in this study. Henri’s model utilizes a content analysis approach to 
examine five dimensions of the learning process: participation, interaction, social, 
cognitive, and metacognitive. The Participative Dimension is a compilation of the number 
of messages or statements transmitted by one person or group; the Social Dimension 
consists of statements or parts of a statement not related to formal content of subject 
matter; the Interactive Dimension is a chain of connected messages; the Cognitive 
Dimension includes statements that exhibit knowledge and skills related to the learning 
process; and the Metacognitive Dimension includes statements related to general 



knowledge and skills and showing awareness, self-control, and self-regulation of learning 
(p. 125).  
 
Summary of Findings 

 Active participation dominated all groups and levels were consistent between the 
front and back channels. 

 The interactivity, or chain of connected messages, was consistent across channels 
with indirect commentary dominating all groups. 

 In the cognitive dimension, the front channel group consisted of more in-depth 
clarification, but the backchannel groups had more inference and judgment 
statements. 

 The level of processing between front and backchannels was similar. 
 
 


