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Defining Backchannel 

 
Although there are several definitions of backchannel, these definitions vary widely based on the context of 

use. For example, a linguist would label utterances such as “uh,” “um,” and “uh-huh” as backchannel 
communications; whereas, a lawyer would potentially see a backchannel as an unofficial means of communication 
between concerned parties (Fredrick, 2013; Ross, Terras, Warwick, & Welsh, 2010). For the purposes of this study, 
a backchannel is an informal secondary or background communication channel that exists while a formal front 
channel speaker, lecturer, or panel is presenting (Cogdill, Fanderclai, Kilborn, & Williams, 2001; Du, Rosson, & 
Carroll, 2012; Farnham, Brown, & Schwartz, 2009; Kellog, Erickson, Wolf, Levy, Christensen, Sussman, & 
Bennett, 2006; McNely, 2009; Ross et al., 2010; Yardi, 2006). 
 

Backchannel Platform: Edmodo 
 

An example of a backchannel platform is Edmodo, which was the communication channel used for this 
study. This platform was chosen for several reasons. First, Edmodo allows conversations to be threaded, which 
allows greater discussion about a specific subject within the backchannel (Cerratto, 2001). Secondly, Edmodo 
demonstrates learnability, since it closely resembles commonly used social media (i.e., FaceBook), and efficiency, 
since comments are posted quickly and easily (Gehlen-Baum, Pohl, & Bry, 2011). Thirdly, Edmodo allows the 
audience to be ‘wired’ to each other continuously throughout the professional development. Additionally, all 
conversations are recorded and can be reviewed by all participants. Both of these characters are important for an 
effective backchannel (Jacobs & McFarlane, 2005). Finally, since the ‘instructor’ of the Edmodo room sees all 
conversations, even those marked private, there is a reduction in the off-topic friend-chatter, which could potentially 
reduce the primary on-topic communication (Nobarany & Haraty, 2009).  
 

Benefits of Backchannels 
 

A recognized problem with traditional teaching and professional developments is the large amount of 
passivity by the learners (Ebner, 2009; Du, Rosson, & Carroll, 2010; Gehlen-Baum, Pohl, Weinberger, & Bry, 2012; 
Pohl, Gehlen-Baum, & Bry, 2011). Additionally, learners may feel uncomfortable asking questions because they do 
not want to interrupt the lecturer, they do not want to be perceived as incompetent by their peers, they may have a 
shy nature, or they may not know enough about the subject to construct meaningful questions (Bry, Gehlen-Baum, 
& Pohl, 2011; Du et al., 2012; Ebner, 2009; Fredrick, 2013; Gehlen-Baum et al., 2012; Nobarany & Haraty, 2009; 
Pohl et al., 2011; Yardi, 2006). By offering communication through a backchannel, there is an opportunity to 
participate in the learning process through interacting with peers without the disruption of the presentation, as well 
as reducing apprehension about asking questions and giving feedback (Boyle & Nicol, 2003; Cogdill et al., 2011; 
Gehlen-Baum et al., 2011; Pohl et al., 2011; Yardi, 2006). 
 

Importance of Group Communication 
 

Researchers have suggested that group communication in the backchannel has the potential to increase 
learning (Boyle & Nicol, 2003; Du et al., 2010; Kearns & Frey, 2010; Yardi, 2006). Yardi (2006) suggests that 
learners become involved in a community of practice with potential for situated learning when using a backchannel. 
Additionally she points out that there is an opportunity for peer-to-peer learning through the communications, 
interactions, and support provided by the peers using the backchannel. This interaction also provides the opportunity 
for active and collaborative learning (Pohl et al., 2011). 
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Furthermore, Kearns and Frey (2010) suggest that participation in a community of learners provides both 
academic and social benefits since participants provide social support as well as providing multiple perspectives and 
learning strategies. Other research suggests that the construction of knowledge occurs when learners actively engage 
the concepts they are learning with discussion, debate, questioning and explaining rather than passively receiving 
knowledge from a speaker (Boyle & Nicol, 2003; Du et al., 2010; Kellogg et al., 2006). 
 

Why Professional Development 
 

Cerratto (2001) points out that many teachers have busy schedules and often need time and opportunities to 
talk and connect with colleagues. By participating in a backchannel, teachers can learn about colleagues, find like-
minded peers, build trust and a sense of community, explore pedagogical practices, reflect on the technology used, 
share resources and ideas, and discuss school culture (Bates & Wilson, 2012; Cerratto, 2001; Farnham et al., 2009; 
Kellogg et al., 2006; McNely, 2009). In short, they can communicate, collaborate, and learn all in one.  

Unfortunately, sometimes communication may prove challenging, given the audience. For example, 
because the room is full of peers, some participates may edit and curtail their comments (Cerratto, 2001). Moreover, 
participants may self-censor their answers due to the presence of certain peers, like administrators (Cogdill et al., 
2001). 
 

Methods & Results of Backchannel Use in a Professional Development 
 

The construction of this study was designed with four primary questions in mind: 1) Do participants use the 
backchannel at all? 2) Do participants use the backchannel for learning and/or building a community of practice? 3) 
Are their specific demographic groups who are more prone to use the backchannel for sharing and learning? 4) Are 
the participants “ok” with the concept of backchanneling? For this last question, the participants were asked 
questions similar to the “Diffusion of Innovations” characteristics of an innovation likely to be adopted (Rogers, 
2003). Consequently, questions asked for opinions about the backchannel and its relative advantage, compatibility, 
complexity, trialability, and observability.   

Four professional developments, over two years, were given as optional pre-conference workshops to 
educators of all levels (i.e., P-12, higher education, adult basic education) who wanted to learn how to incorporate 
more technology in their lessons. The first pair of workshops took place in San Antonio, TX, in 2013. The morning 
session had 22 participants and the afternoon session had 17 participants. The second pair of workshops was in 
Orlando, FL, in 2014. The morning session had 32 participants and the afternoon session had 24 participants. 
Participants were required to bring their own digital devices and to have registered with Edmodo before attending 
the workshop. At the beginning of each professional development, the concept of a backchannel was explained and 
Edmodo was demonstrated. Participants were then asked to post a response to a question posed by the facilitator of 
the workshop to familiarize participants with posting. Demographic data (i.e., gender, age, ethnicity, teaching 
experience, highest degree completed, grade level taught) about each participant was collected and correlated to the 
number and types of comments that each participant made on the backchannel in every workshop. Comments were 
coded as ‘helpful’, sharing or contributing knowledge to the community, or as ‘chatter’, friendly banter, or 
conversation outside the scope of a professional or educational setting.   

With regards to the first question about backchannel use, out of the 95 total participants, 61 individuals 
(64%) posted in the backchannel at least once (see Table 1 for all data). In regards to the second question about 
using the backchannel as a community of practice, 49 (52%) individuals used the backchannel to share or contribute 
their knowledge to the community of participants. In reference to the third question about who, demographically 
speaking, uses the backchannel, there were some trends in the 49 individuals who used the backchannel as a 
community of practice. For instance, of those 49 individuals, all of them (100%) were over the age of 40 and had 
more than 10 years of experience in the field of education. Most of this group (67% of the 49 individuals; 33 people) 
had Masters degrees. Additionally, most of this group (67% of the 49 individuals; 33 women) was female. Also, just 
over half (57% of the 49 individuals; 28 people) of this group was district-level employees or people who were no 
longer in the classroom.   

For the fourth question, if participants are “ok” with the concepts of backchannel, all 49 individuals (100%) 
who were using the backchannel as a community of practice thought the relative advantage, compatibility, 
complexity, and trialability worked for adopting backchannel use in education. When it came to observability, 26 
individuals (53% of the 49) had seen their peers using backchanneling in an educational setting prior to this 
workshop. These results suggest that backchanneling may coincide with the diffusion of an innovation as suggested 
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by Rogers’ theory (Rogers, 2003), but no solid conclusions can be drawn out of this very small sample. Perhaps with 
more data, definitive conclusions could be extracted. 
 
Table 1. Overview of data collection from backchannel workshops 
 

Session 
Number of 
Participants 

Total Number 
of Comments 

Number of 
participants that 
used 
backchannel 

Comments coded 
as Community of 
Practice (COP)   

Number of 
participants who 
commented as COP 

AM 2013  17 38 12 (71%) 27 (71%) 12 (71%) 

PM 2013  22 19 16 (73%) 16 (84%) 16 (73%) 

AM 2014  32 58 17 (53%) 29 (50%) 17 (53%) 

PM 2014  24 51 16 (67%) 27 (53%) 16 (67%) 

Totals: 95 166 61 (64%) 99 (60%) 49 (52%) 
 
 

Tips for Using a Backchannel Based on These Experiences 
 

Those people who would like to use a backchannel should thoroughly explain the purpose of the 
backchannel, perhaps even describing some of the benefits including a couple of scenarios, prior to use. If 
participants are on the same page as the presenter, then backchanneling is less likely to be perceived as some 
extraneous “busy” work. Moreover, if everyone understands the backchannel’s purpose, there could be more 
participants posting and those posts could be more for learning and sharing, or, in other words, the quantity, as well 
as the quality of posts inside the backchannel, would increase. Another way to increase the quantity of posts is to 
have all participants post something in the backchannel before the front channel begins. For example, you can ask a 
question (i.e., What is your favorite educational app?) and have the answers posted in the backchannel. Participants 
would learn how to post and also have an incentive to read the backchannel. Another way to increase the quality of 
comments in the backchannel is by setting up a protocol or etiquette for comments before using the backchannel. 
This effort can create an atmosphere for constructive feedback rather than bullying or snarking. 

If possible have a ‘Google Jockey’ or someone who monitors the backchannel. This person can notify the 
speaker of questions, can look up websites and/or Internet links, and can Google answers to some specific questions. 
This person can also monitor the backchannel in case bullying or snarking becomes a problem.   

If backchanneling doesn’t work perfectly or as well as expected, don’t give up. Perhaps try different 
platforms like Twitter/Twiducate, Chatzy, Chatterous, Cel.ly, NeatChat, Stinto, or Google (i.e., Groups, Hangout, 
Wave). Also, go back through the backchannel after the presentation to see if you can spot the problems. Learning 
from the backchannel may help you identify problems in the front channel (i.e., presentation, activities, 
demonstrations) as well. 

In watching the backchannel experiences of others, there is two more pieces of advice to offer. First, don’t 
rely on the backchannel to engage the audience. The presentation and other front channel events should be the focus 
of the presentation or the participants might not pay attention to the front channel (and maybe not even the 
backchannel). Second, be wary of posting live backchannel feeds on big screens in the room. This can become a 
distraction from the speaker and may even eclipse the entire front channel. 
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