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Abstract: Our increasingly diverse society requires learners to develop cultural competencies 

in a way that they could form relationships across differences. Current educational efforts to 

support these competencies are either marginalized or demand long-term investments. Thus, as 

the first step of our long-term efforts to design pedagogical tools for modeling productive 

intergroup dialogues in CSCL, in this study, we explored the facilitation strategies groups 

implemented to coordinate the group’s content sense-making around sensitive topics such as 

race, gender, sexual orientation, and oppression in a CSCL context. We collected and analyzed 

the discussion transcripts of the 13 groups across two sessions and identified four facilitation 

strategies and cognitive and emotional behaviors associated with these strategies.  
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Introduction 
Our increasingly diverse society requires learners to develop cultural competencies in a way that they could form 

relationships across differences. This could include critically analyzing and reflecting on one's own and others' 

ideas and approaches pertaining to social identities and power inequalities. Current educational efforts demand 

increased attention to diversity education (e.g., identifying similarities and differences between social identities) 

and social justice education (e.g., developing critical consciousness of social identities and power dynamics in 

play, and creating allyship across differences) (Bell, 2007; Gurin et al., 2013). However, developing these skills 

is a long-term endeavor, and thus, learners need to be provided with a psychologically safe context and guidance 

to engage in discussions to practice these skills repetitively (Watt, 2007). In Social Psychology, there is a growing 

literature aiming to develop and evaluate programs and courses for intergroup dialogues (IGD) –i.e., long-term, 

usually face-to-face dialogues facilitated by trained facilitators, where people from diverse social identity groups 

engage in dialogic and critical discourse around politically charged topics such as race, gender, privilege and 

social injustices (e.g., Frantell et al., 2019; Gurin et al., 2013; Nagda, 2006). However, sustained face-to-face 

discussions with trained facilitators, as modeled in the intergroup dialogue literature, may not always be available 

and accessible for all. Thus, we argue that a CSCL context with pedagogical tools modeling how to engage in 

productive dialogic and critical discourse with diverse groups could allow students to develop the knowledge and 

ability to optimize such dialogues and practice the skills needed for multicultural competence.  

CSCL literature offers intervention tools and strategies that help students optimize their collaborative 

activities by modeling high-quality collaboration and supporting regulatory processes (e.g., Borge et al., 2018; 

Järvelä, & Hadwin, 2013; Järvelä et al., 2016). In previous work, we provided a theoretically informed 

technological intervention that provides a model of competence to support the development of socio-

metacognitive expertise: the knowledge about and ability to regulate collaborative processes at the group level to 

improve collaborative processes over time (Borge et al., 2018). However, the scope of this previous study did not 

fully address the impacts of emotions on social interactions nor did it focus on multicultural skills. It is uncertain 

whether our existing approach and models would help students improve the quality of conversations that are more 

culturally personal and politically controversial. Thus, in this study, we explored the facilitation strategies diverse 

groups implemented to coordinate the group’s content sense-making around politically charged topics such as 

race, gender, privileges in our CSCL context. By doing so, we aimed to (1) examine whether our existing system, 

models, and strategies can afford IGD without the presence of a trained facilitator; and (2) whether groups can 

exhibit effective facilitation strategies (Gurin et al., 2013) without directly instructed to do so. That will ultimately 

guide us in our larger efforts to identify how we could revise the current strategies and models to better address 

the needs of IGD in a CSCL context.  

Theoretical framework 

Intergroup dialogues (IGD) to build multicultural competence 
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 Multicultural competence can be broadly defined as the abilities needed to communicate effectively across 

cultures (Mio et al., 2019). Being multiculturally competent would require one to develop (1) awareness of her/his 

assumptions, views, biases; (2) understanding and appreciation of cultural groups and differences; (3) skills to 

communicate across differences; and (4) critical consciousness to evaluate the role of social identities and 

structural dynamics in the daily lives (Watt, 2007). As Watt (2007) further posed, these skills can only be 

improved with repetitive practices over time through conversations with individuals from different social 

identities. One intervention is Intergroup Dialogue (IGD) (Gurin et al., 2013). IGD was defined as sustained and 

usually face-to-face dialogues guided by trained facilitators, where people from diverse social identity groups 

engage in dialogic and critical discourse around politically charged topics such as race, gender, privilege, and 

social injustice (Frantell et al., 2019; Gurin et al., 2013; Nagda, 2006).  

Multiple benefits of IGD have been highlighted in the literature – e.g., identity and ally development, 

perspective-taking, attitude changes, critical consciousness, skill development, and action preparedness (see for 

details: Frantell et al., 2019). Nevertheless, these outcomes of the IGD mainly rely on facilitators' performance 

and the quality of the courses and the programs implementing IGD (Gurin et al., 2013). Designing and 

implementing such sustained training programs and courses and training facilitators require lengthy resources and 

efforts, and so, a productive IGD may not be accessible and available for all students. Thus, we argue that if 

students could develop the knowledge and the skills to engage in productive IGD, we might minimize the need 

for external support and guidance to produce these positive learning opportunities offered by IGD.  

Socio-metacognitive competence in CSCL 
In our previous studies, we created a regulation model that guides how students make sense of and regulate their 

collaborative discussions: Socio-metacognitive competence is the ability to collectively make sense of and 

regulate group’s collaborative processes to improve the quality of their collaborative discussions (Borge et al., 

2018; Borge & White, 2016). We also developed a theoretically informed technological intervention to help 

students develop their socio-metacognitive competence, along with a model of assessment where we listed 

concrete communication patterns associated with high to low-quality collaborative sense-making processes, i.e., 

Verbal Equity, Joint Idea Building, Developing Joint Understanding, Exploration of Alternative Perspectives, 

Quality of Claims and Norms of Evaluation (Borge et al., 2018; Borge & Shimoda, 2019; Borge & White, 2016). 

Our models and strategies outlined what high-quality collaborative discussion looks like and prompted groups to 

compare their processes to this optimal model, actively identify problems in their processes, and collectively 

identify or select strategies to address these problems (Borge et al., 2018; Winnie & Nesbit, 2009). The 

intervention succeeded in getting groups to improve their collaborative discussions over time (Borge et al., 2018). 

However, the focus of these discussions we evaluated the intervention for was limited to information science 

concepts. Thus, it is uncertain whether our existing approach and models would help students improve the quality 

of more personal and politically charged discussions.  

Facilitation in intergroup dialogues (IGD) 
Facilitation in IGD literature refers to external guidance provided during the dialogue to optimize content-learning 

and structured interactions (Gurin et al., 2013). Nagda (1999, cited in Gurin et al., 2013) developed and validated 

measurement to evaluate the effectiveness of a facilitator, where he listed facilitation strategies that could guide 

groups’ cognitive, social, emotional, and motivational processes. The facilitation strategies were:  

 

creating an inclusive climate, modeling good communication skills, actively involving me in 

learning experiences, intervening when some group or class members dominated discussion, 

encouraging group or class members to talk to each other, not just to the facilitators/instructors, 

intervening when some group or class members were quiet, handling conflict situations, helping 

the clarify misunderstandings, offering their perspectives in a helpful way, bringing in a 

different perspective when everyone seemed to be agreeing, encouraging us to continue 

discussing when it became uncomfortable (Nagda, 1999, cited in Gurin et al., 2013, p.389). 

 

 However, since it was a self-report scale, it did not offer a consistent protocol showing how these 

strategies would look like in a dialogue. Thus, the questions of whether our existing system, models, and strategies 

can afford IGD and support effective facilitation strategies, without the presence of a trained facilitator, would 

require an explorative approach to identify the facilitation strategies groups used to coordinate each other’s 

cognitive, social, emotional, and motivational processes related to the content. Given that, in this study, we 

explored the facilitation strategies of diverse groups while they collectively made sense of the sensitive topics 

such as race, gender, privilege in our CSCL platform. More specifically, our research question was: What 
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 facilitation strategies do inter-groups use to coordinate their content sense-making around sensitive topics (e.g., 

race, gender, privileges, oppression) in a CSCL context? 

Course context and participants 
The study was conducted in an undergraduate Multicultural Psychology course designed to introduce students to 

concepts of race culture, ethnicity, bias, cultural competence, oppression, and guided them to explore the meaning 

and value of these concepts as they pertain to various psychological issues. As part of the course, students were 

expected to engage in collaborative activities. Developing collaborative discussion skills needed to engage in 

intergroup dialogues around politically charged topics was one main goal of the course. The participants were 35 

undergraduate Psychology students who enrolled in the course (25 females, 71.4%; 9 males, 25.7%, 1 non-binary, 

2.9%). 

Procedure 
The students were assigned to 13 groups of three and two based on their self-identified racial-ethnic and gender 

identities to create diverse groups. The groups were asked to engage in a set of synchronous collaborative activities 

four times throughout the semester to collectively make sense of their course concepts. Each set included: (1) a 

pre-discussion activity: students read the weekly readings and wrote an individual reflection addressing 3-4 

questions prompting critical reflection of the readings; (2) a synchronous discussion: students set a meeting time 

with their group members to synchronously discuss the questions, their individual reflections and readings (60 

mins); (3) individual assessment of collaborative discussion: once completed their discussion, students were asked 

to individually assess the quality of their collaborative discussion and to provide justifications to support their 

scores, using a collaborative process rubric detailing concrete communication patterns associated with high and 

low quality collaborative discussion, goals of each criterion, problems that can be associated with each criterion 

and strategies to address those problems (15 mins); and (4) collective reflection and planning: after individual 

assessment, group members come together again to reflect on their individual assessments to collectively identify 

their weakness(es) and strength(s), and then to collectively identify or develop strategies to addresses those 

weaknesses in their future discussions (15 mins). The discussions and individual and collective reflections were 

held in a CSCL environment and saved automatically to the system. After each discussion, a trained coder scored 

the discussions using the same rubric and provided feedback to the groups. 

Data collection and analysis 
Discussion transcripts of the 13 groups across two sessions were collected and analyzed to identify the facilitation 

strategies group used as they collectively make sense of the sensitive topics (e.g., race, gender, privileges, etc.) in 

a CSCL context. The third and fourth discussions were excluded in this study because before the third session, 

four students from four different groups dropped the class, and we wanted to eliminate any confounding impacts 

these changes might have caused to the groups’ dynamics.  

We implemented a bottom-up approach to identify the themes and codes associated with facilitation 

strategies through multiple iterations of coding and connection to theory (Corbin & Strauss, 2014). Coding 

focused on groups’ facilitation strategies during content sense-making and understanding. We were interested in 

how groups coordinated each other’s cognitive and emotional processes related to the content. Therefore, we 

coded at both the single turn and episodic levels and excluded socio-metacognitive sense-making and regulation 

turns (e.g., reflecting on their collaborative processes) and non-task related talk in our analytical focus. Then, by 

constantly comparing the codes across groups, we sorted the codes into appropriate themes and sought out 

literature to make sense of emerging themes (Corbin & Strauss, 2014). All ethical guidelines were followed in 

collecting, analyzing, and reporting the study. 

Results 
Our thematic analysis of the discussions suggested groups engaged in four facilitation strategies to guide their 

dialogues: encouraging participation and elaboration, establishing common understanding, navigating through 

prompt questions, and sharing emotional support to other members.  

Groups encouraged their members to actively participate in the dialogue and elaborate ideas and personal 

experiences, by prompting each other to share and elaborate on their opinions and identity experiences/self-

descriptions or/and to consider alternative perspectives to the agreed-upon ideas. For example, in the following 

excerpt from Group 6 (see Table 1), one group negotiated their perspectives of race when asked to define the 

construct. The episode started with Cesar prompting other group members to share their opinions of a quote about 

race, and it got richer as he urged others to elaborate on their ideas and to consider alternative perspectives. 
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 Table 1: Encouraging participation and elaboration 

 

Turn Speaker Utterance  Explanation 

1 Cesar So, when experts argue that "there is only one race and that's 

the human race" what do you guys think of that? 

Prompting others to 

share opinions 
 

2 Ashley I agree that scientifically yes there is only one human race 

because biologically we are more similar than different. Race 

was an invented construct. It does not actually matter, people 

only made it matter. 
 

Sharing an opinion 

about the prompt 

3 Cesar Are we more similar than different? if there's different 

classifications of types of people based on ethnicity, could we 

truly see we are similar? // I think I’m very different than a 

white person. Not saying that in a bad way, but culturally and 

ethnically, I would say that although me and a white person 

are both humans, we are actually different based on numerous 

factors. 
 

Challenging an idea by 

offering an alternative 

perspective & 

Supporting with 

personal experience 

  

 4 Ashley yes, but those are learned factors Sharing an alternative 

perspective 

 

 5 Cesar hmm interesting, could you elaborate? Prompting other to 

elaborate 
 

 6 Ashley speaking strictly biologically all races are more similar than 

different. When you need an organ transplant or something it 

can come from any race // culture is learned. 

 

Elaborating on the 

alternative perspective 

& Sharing an idea 

 7 Cesar Is culture learned? // because one could make the argument 

that they were born within one type of culture. I was born and 

raised within Puerto Rican culture. 

Challenging an idea by 

offering an alternative 

perspective & 

Supporting with 

personal experience 

 

 8 Emma a difference in skin color is only due to different amounts of 

melanin in the body 

Supporting Ashley’s 

perspective 

 

In this episode, the prompts were mostly directed to the whole group. In conjunction with such group-

oriented encouragement of participation and elaboration, even though less frequent, groups also put efforts to 

invite a certain member – e.g., silent member, member of minority identity – to share opinion and identity 

experience/self-description. This pattern can be exemplified with the following episode (see Table 2) where a 

silent group member was prompted to share her identities. 

 

Table 2: Inviting silent member to conversation 

 

Turn* Speaker Utterance  Explanation 

1 Amelia I'm Amelia [anonymized], I'm from a small town in NC.  I'm 

white and have lived in a mostly-white environment growing 

up. My parents were raised catholic in an even smaller town 

in Missouri, which was completely white...  

 

Sharing self-identities 

4 Elena Did you feel like it was more of shock or did you ease into 

it? 

Prompting other to 

elaborate on her identity 

experience 

 

9 Eric Im Eric [anonymized]. im Korean, born and raised in 

America in the suburbs outside Philly. I grew up in a 

Christian household, but the majority of my hometown was 

Jewish whites. my parents immigrated from Korea about 40 

years ago... 
 

Sharing self-identities 
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  10 Amelia Did you have a hard time growing up finding a balance 

between your Korean culture and American culture? 

Prompting other to 

elaborate on his identity 

experience 

 11 Elena Did you ever feel excluded where you grew because it was 

predominantly Jewish whites? 

Prompting other to 

elaborate on his identity 

experience

 28 Eric Do you want to talk about your background Elena? Inviting a silent member 

to share her identities/ 

identity experiences 
Note: *Some of the turns were not included in the table. In the excluded turns, the group members continued their discussion 

around the same topic.  

As observed, while two members describe their self-identities, Elena demonstrates her interest in their 

stories by prompting them to elaborate more. Yet, she does not share hers. Noticing that, Eric prompts her to share 

her background to invite her to the conversation around the identities. 

Another facilitation strategy observed in groups’ discussions was establishing common understanding. 

There were five types of cognitive behaviors exhibited to establish common understanding: summarizing and 

paraphrasing, asking for clarification, examples or confirmation, ensuring all terms discussed have the same 

meaning for all members, providing examples to support/explain others' opinions, and connecting, synthesizing 

and reflecting on shared ideas/experiences. The explanations of each behavior along with samples from the 

discussions are presented in Table 3. 

Table 3: Cognitive behaviors associated with establishing common understanding strategy 

Behavior Description Example 

Summarizing and 

Paraphrasing 

Summarizing or 

paraphrasing shared 

opinion(s) to make sure all 

team members have a 

common understanding 

about the topic, without 

adding a new idea. 

[Team 6] 

Emma: “…I think there can be another classification of 

race kind of based on ethnicity like Canadians as a race, 

or Australians as a race or Russians as a race// and then 

within that, it can be almost narrowed down more// like 

into skin color.”  [Original idea on an ongoing 

discussion]  

Cesar: “so what I’m hearing is that both of you guy 

believe that ethnicity is strongly influenced in 

determining someone’s race.” [Summarizing the ideas 

to establish common understanding] 

Asking for 

clarification, 

examples 

Asking others to clarify or 

exemplify their opinions. 
[Team 2] 

Zhang: “I would say I believe in individualism which 

makes me respect the difference between people.” 

[Original idea on an ongoing discussion] 

Riley: “How did you realize that?” [Asking for 

explanation]  

Zhang: “Because I grew up in a collectivism culture and 

I hated that so much and after I came to the US I see so 

diversities in this country.” [Sharing identity experiences 

for explanation] 

Riley: “Did it take coming to the US to understand that? 

// Can you give an example?” [Asking for example for 

explanation]  

Asking for 

confirmation to a 

shared idea 

Asking for confirmation to a 

new idea built upon others’ 

ideas. Includes 

interpretation of previously 

shared ideas. 

[Team 5] 

Olivia: “…People like to feel safe in their own views and 

opinions. when someone else comes along and has a 

different opinion or want things to be change their 

security is threatened.” [Original idea on an ongoing 

discussion]  
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 Jiao: “so maybe the white people were afraid of the 

black people because they were used as slaves and did 

not look like white people?” [Asking for confirmation to 

new idea built upon the original idea] 

Ensuring all terms 

used have same 

meaning for all 

members 

Prompting team members to 

share how they define the 

terms discussed or 

providing a definition of the 

terms discussed. 

[Team 6] 

Cesar: “so let's quickly define the difference between 

race, ethnicity and culture.” [Prompting team members 

to share their definitions to establish a common 

understanding for the terms] 

 

[Team 2] 

Riley: “Just a reminder, High Context communication: 

meaning embedded in the context of the situation or 

internalized societal rules.” [Sharing a definition for the 

term discussed/mentioned] 

Providing 

examples to 

support/explain 

others' opinions 

One member sharing an 

example to support/explain 

other(s)’ idea (e.g. sharing 

one’s own personal 

experience) 

[Team 5] 

Isla: “I think it's hard not to have the bias especially 

when you have grown up with a certain cultural idea 

and you think that certain idea is common sense.” 

[Original idea] 

Olivia: “One really basic example of what you are 

saying is the word football. If you just speak it, for some 

cultures that is the equivalent of soccer for us.” 

[referring to a shared culture to exemplify an original 

idea] 

Connecting, 

synthesizing and 

reflecting on 

shared 

ideas/experiences 

Connecting, synthesizing or 

reflecting on shared 

ideas/experiences to 

establish common 

understanding, with adding 

a new idea. 

[Team 5] 

Olivia: “I think it is ridiculous for a place to refuse 

service to people based on their beliefs and whatnot. 

Like they aren't coming to your business to force their 

beliefs on you, maybe they just want like a check-up at 

the doctor, or they just want to buy groceries. they aren't 

there to bother you.” [Original idea on an ongoing 

discussion] 

Isla: “Professionalism is important when it comes to 

these things because you do not want to offend someone 

especially when you are trying to work in a field like 

therapy. Others may not see you as genuine.” [Another 

original idea on the ongoing discussion] 

Jiao: “so we could all agree that a professional should 

remain as unbiased as possible right?” [Synthesizing 

the shared ideas – New idea] 

 

Another common facilitation strategy was navigating through prompt questions. At least one member 

from each group shared the prompts questions to either initiate the discussion around the question or redirect the 

flow of the discussion to another prompt question. For example, after hearing a group member’s opinion about 

individualism versus collectivism, Ehsan (Group 7) stated: “This is a good segue into the last part of the reflection, 

do you have any thoughts on your own values and beliefs that you think might be cultural worldviews?” to redirect 

the group's attention to the last reflective question. 

The last facilitation strategy observed in groups’ discussions was sharing emotional support to the other 

members. This strategy mainly included appreciation of others' perspectives, inquiries and identity 

experiences/self-descriptions, and expression of emotional empathy. For example, in an episode from Group 5, 

Isla– A Latin-American woman who grew up in a diverse city – and Olivia– a White American woman who grew 

up in a white-dominant town– discussed whether they find the university to be diverse enough, and despite their 

disagreement, they shared their appreciation of each other’s diverse experiences and empathized with their 

emotions aroused from these experiences. Describing university as a diverse environment, Olivia stated: “It's 

definitely way more diverse here which I think is great, but for some others coming from where I'm from, may be 

a culture shock…” Isla compared her experiences with Olivia’s, by expressing “I experienced culture shock in a 
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 different way. It is the first time I realized I was a minority.” In response, Olivia appreciated Isla’s diverse 

experiences and empathized with her emotions aroused from these experiences: “Yes I can imagine that being a 

big shock, especially coming from your school where you are used to being surrounded by people from your own 

culture.” 

The diverse experiences and opinions were mainly appreciated by the group members. In some episodes 

where the discussion became politicized, alternative perspectives and experiences created uncomfortable 

situations for member(s). In these cases, group members put effort to comfort and encourage the uncomfortable 

member(s) to continue the discussion. For example, while discussing the race construct, two group members 

[Group 6] started sharing their experiences with racism. Having realized that the white member was silent during 

this exchange, Ashley asked: “Emma, how does it make you feel being in the only white person in this 

conversation. Uncomfortable at all?” To this question, Emma responded: “kind of. I don’t know what to say// like 

I just can’t relate and I don’t want to say anything because I don’t have anything to relate to.” Then, both Ashley 

and Cesar tried to comfort her to make sure she knows her opinions are appreciated, by saying “it’s always good 

to get different perspectives from everyone though!” (Cesar) and “I think you definitely contributed a lot to the 

conversation even though you felt you could not necessarily relate.”  (Ashley) 

Discussion 
We identified facilitation strategies diverse groups implemented to coordinate the group's content sense-making 

around sensitive topics such as race, gender, sexual orientation, privilege in a CSCL context. Our analysis yielded 

four facilitation strategies groups implement to coordinate and negotiate their content understanding: encouraging 

participation and elaboration, establishing common understanding, navigating through prompt questions, sharing 

emotional support to other members.  

First and foremost, these findings imply that a CSCL context when offered with effective technological 

and pedagogical interventions can support the dialogic and critical discourse of IGD without the guidance of a 

trained facilitator. The fact that groups implemented some of the strategies identified as effective facilitator 

behaviors (e.g., inviting a silent member to contribute to the discussion) (Gurin et al., 2013) to guide their 

discussions suggest that a model of regulatory behaviors and tools to support these regulatory behaviors might 

give students (1) an accessible and affordable space to practice the skills needed for multicultural competence 

(Watt, 2007) and (2) autonomy to regulate their discussions and content sense-making without the need of an 

immediate authority figure.  

Our findings also suggest that communication and psychological processes are interrelated and inform 

each other throughout the IGD (Nagda, 2006). As exemplified in the fourth theme, group members bring their 

repertoires of experiences, values, and assumptions to the discussions, and these repertoires shape how they create 

their social-self and interpret others’ social-selves in this context (Ting-Toomey & Kurogi, 1998). Thus, when the 

group started to talk about race concept, and how it translates to their daily lives, Emma – a White American 

woman – did not want to contribute to the discussion as she considered her group members – both non-white–as 

more knowledgeable in that topic. In this situation, encouraging an off-task group member to re-engage might 

require more than using reminders or fostering a sense of shared responsibility (Rogat & Linnenbrink-Garcia, 

2011) – it might also require socio-emotional regulation with emotional support and appreciation of alternative 

ideas and experiences.  

The findings show that our model of socio-metacognitive competence is in need of revision to fully 

address the interplay between communication and psychological processes during IGD. Further research is needed 

to identify how the model can be updated to better conform to the needs of intergroup dialogues.  

In this work, we limited our focus on identifying the facilitation strategies and associated behaviors as a 

means to understand whether our current intervention to support collaborative competence could afford intergroup 

dialogues (IGD) in a CSCL context without the presence of a trained facilitator and to identify what types of 

facilitation behaviors we want to support with our models. In our follow-up study, we will examine the dynamics 

between these strategies and the quality of collaborative processes to determine the range of quality for each 

facilitation strategy.  
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