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Thank you for the opportunity to be reimbursed for my travel to the American Reading 
Forum conference in Sanibel Island, Florida on December 5-8, 2012. This conference is held 
annually and is primarily attended by reading/literacy researchers in higher education. 
 
My contribution to the conference was a presentation with co-presenters Dr. Robyn Seglem 
and Dr. Tami Dean. This panel presentation shared findings from a study that utilized 
backchannneling discussion in three contexts: high school freshman, undergraduate pre-
service teachers, and graduate in-service teachers. The presentation also demonstrated 
backchanneling and other similar discussion techniques for the participants.  
 
The research questions of the study were 1) What is the relationship between the 
conversation in the front channel and the conversation in the backchannel? 2) How is 
meaning constructed in a backchannel? Results led to several conclusions including 1) 
meaning making looked very different across the groups, but there were multiple 
influences, not just the teacher, not just a text, and not just one core group of students 
dominating a discussion; 2) meaning was constructed regardless of format. Both the front 
and back channels were influenced by the other; 3) we discovered a unique type of talk—
Spatial Negotiation—that existed in all the back channels and became necessary for group 
cohesion and progression of the conversation. 
 
The feedback from participants was positive and led to a lengthy discussion about the 
results and how the findings might impact what we teach in our undergraduate courses 
that focus on readers’ responses to text. The discussion also helped us to see that collecting 
data in a variety of backchanneling formats could be useful for determining if one is more 
effective than another. The three presenters plan to continue collecting data to help answer 
these questions; however, we will also write a manuscript for submission this summer 
based on the data we have now.  
 
COE colleagues may be interested in knowing more about backchanneling discussions in 
general. Shirky (2002) defines backchanneling as a “live conversation in the room, and an 
overlapping real-time text conversation” (par. 2).  While Shirky (2002) explored the use of 
backchanneling in a work environment with tech savvy participants, few (Guernsey, 2003; 
Magid, 2009) have investigated uses of this discussion technique in the classroom or for 
educational purposes. Chan, Mitnick, and Yardi, 2006) analyzed nearly two years’ worth of 
backchannel data, including more than 200,000 posts “with an average of over 400 user 
postings per day” (p. 6), An analysis of logs from both sources found backchannel posts 
falling into five categories: First order on topic, comments germane to class material; 
second order on topic, comments indirectly related to class material; physical space, 
comments about the classroom or those in it; social, discussions unrelated to class; and 
entry/exit, the hellos and goodbyes associated with logging in and off (p.19). The 
backchannel worked best for “peer to peer learning and seeking help” (Chan et al., 2006, 
p.26-38). Participants were motivated by social reinforcement and there was increased 
interactivity and discourse. On the negative side, “multitasking and cognitive overload” (p. 
33) top the list. Backchannel, by its very nature, invites distraction, disruption, and 



inattention. In a study by Toledo and Peters (2010), students actively listened and 
participated, using the backchannel not only “to find their voices,” but also to interact “with 
the content as it’s happening” (par. 29). The researchers reported the backchannel to be a 
safe place for “marginalized … [and] shy and introverted students” (par. 30) to 
communicate with others.  In terms of engagement, an increase in student participation 
and in student empowerment was noted. While Toledo and Peters (2010) reported 
educator impressions of their own and their students’ communication experiences using a 
backchannel, Reynard (2010) called for more exploration “in terms of the skill benefits to 
students when these [Web 2.0] tools are used effectively” (par. 1).  
 


