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Engaging the Online Learner
Engaging the Online Learner includes an innovative framework—the Phases of Engagement—
that helps learners become more involved as knowledge generators and cofacilitators of
a course.The book also provides specific ideas for tested activities (collected from experi-
enced online instructors across the nation) that can go a long way to improving online
learning. Engaging the Online Learner offers the tools and information needed to:

• Convert classroom activities to an online environment

• Assess the learning that occurs as a result of collaborative activities

• Phase-in activities that promote engagement among online learners

• Build peer interaction through peer partnerships and team activities

• Create authentic activities and implement games and simulations

Engaging the Online Learner is the first title in the Jossey-Bass Guides to Online Teaching
and Learning.This series helps higher education professionals improve the practice of
online teaching and learning by providing concise, practical resources focused on particular
areas or issues they might confront in this new learning environment.

“The Phases of Engagement framework provides a road map for creating community at
each phase of an online course.This book is an invaluable guide to innovative practices
for online learning.”

—Judith V. BOETTCHER, instructional futurist, Designing for Learning

“Engagement is the heart of online learning. The authors have developed an encyclopedia
of tried-and-true learner engagement activities that are authentic and ready to use.”

—Donald P. ELY, professor emeritus, Instructional Design, Development and
Evaluation, Syracuse University
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Preface

Experts in online learning have repeatedly written that both learn-

ers and instructors have new roles to fulfill in an online learning

environment. A major challenge facing online educators is not only

how to become better facilitators of knowledge acquisition but also

how to help learners become more self-directed and collaborative with

peers than they might have had to be in traditional, predominantly

lecture-based courses. How can an instructor energize a learning en-

vironment and empower learners to adopt responsibility for their own

learning? How can this be done without verbal or physical commu-

nication cues in an environment where it is easy to hide from the in-

structor and peers?

While educators and learners in classroom-based courses have already discov-

ered the benefits of an engaged learning approach to education, the power of en-

gagement in online courses is yet to be fully realized. We define engaged learning as

a collaborative learning process in which the instructor and learner are partners

in building the knowledge base. The use of online interactive tools such as asyn-

chronous discussion boards and synchronous chats by educators initially began

about fifteen years ago. The publication of strategies and guidelines concerning

how to use online communication tools to build learning communities began less

�
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than a decade ago with Harasim, Hiltz, Teles, and Turoff ’s book Learning Networks

(1996), which was followed a few years later by Palloff and Pratt’s Building Learn-

ing Communities in Cyberspace (1999) and then Salmon’s recent e-tivities (2002).

Why another book on the topic of online interaction and engagement? This

book represents an alternative for online practitioners who are looking for new

ideas to enhance their online instruction, providing another framework to con-

sider when designing and implementing online interaction. The proposed frame-

work helps instructors guide learners in the development of skills needed to engage

with the content and with one another online without the instructor being the pri-

mary initiator of knowledge generation and interaction. We perceived a need for

such a framework in our own work as online instructors and in various workshops

we conducted with other online instructors. All of us seemed to be seeking meth-

ods to improve learner interaction online. Through our experiences it became clear

that we could not assume that learners knew how to interact online and how to

become more responsible for their online learning. We could not become “guides

on the side” without learners becoming more involved as knowledge generators

and cofacilitators of the course. The Phases of Engagement framework was devel-

oped to help resolve these issues.

While the framework will be of help in explaining how to ease learners into

their new role, the strength of this book lies in the numerous examples of activi-

ties provided by experienced online instructors across the nation. These activities

illustrate various ways in which engaged learning can be promoted in an online

environment. While there are many elements that contribute to a successful on-

line course, we have chosen to focus solely on activities because many courses are

moving from an instructor-centered, lecture-based focus to a collaborative, learner-

centered focus, and the architects of online courses need ideas on how to make this

shift occur smoothly.

We do not intend to delve deeply into the theory of engaged learning. Rather,

we seek to provide a means to apply that theory in the online environment through

various types of activities as represented by the work of others who have success-

fully infused principles of engagement into their online courses.

The intended audience of the book is practitioners who are relatively new to the

online learning environment or who are dealing with learners who are relatively new

to online coursework. We also hope this book will be helpful to experienced online

practitioners who are seeking inspiration for their established online activities.

Prefacex
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OVERVIEW OF THE CONTENTS

The book consists of two parts. Part One provides a basic framework with which to

organize activities so that engagement is introduced into the online environment

and learned by community members in phases. Chapter One provides an overview

of the components necessary for engaged learning as well as a framework for build-

ing the trust and interdependence needed for learners to interact and learn their

new role in an engaged online environment. Chapter Two discusses how to con-

vert your classroom activities to an online environment and how to choose an ef-

fective online communication tool. Chapter Three addresses how to assess the

learning that occurs as a result of collaborative activities. Interactivity may be high

in an online learning environment, but what was actually learned may not be im-

mediately apparent. This chapter provides guidelines for developing assessments

for the types of activities discussed in this book.

Part Two presents activities that can be used to promote engagement among

online learners on a phase-by-phase basis. Use them as they are or adapt them to

more closely fit your subject matter. Chapters Four through Ten describe specific

types of activities keyed to each phase of engagement and provide several exam-

ples of each type. Each activity contains the title and the name of the instructor

who tested the activity in an online environment and submitted it for inclusion in

the book. Chapter Four focuses on how to help learners learn to use online tools.

Chapter Five provides examples of online icebreakers. Chapter Six discusses build-

ing peer interaction through peer partnerships and team activities. In Chapter

Seven, the use of reflective activities is the focus. Chapter Eight provides examples

of authentic activities. Chapter Nine focuses on games and simulations. Chapter

Ten discusses learner-led activities.
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Please let us know how you use the activities in this book. Also, if you have an 
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3

Engaged Learning in 
an Online Environment

Learning is interactive when learners are actively engaged in a variety 
of activities, and along with their peers and teacher, they are 

co-constructors of knowledge. The learning environment provides 
a sense of a learning community within which participants 

collaborate with others to negotiate and share meanings.

Chamberlain & Vrasidas, 2001, p. 79

Engaged learning is not a new instructional approach. It has been

written about under various terms such as active learning, social

cognition, constructivism, and problem-based learning, all of which em-

phasize student-focused learning within an instructor-facilitated en-

vironment.

A century ago, Dewey recognized the importance of active learning with the in-

structor in a supportive role as a facilitator. Dewey (1916/1997) emphasized the

C H A P T E R

1
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value of the individual experience in the learning process as well as collaboration

with others in order to define the learning environment. Dewey’s work was pre-

dominantly in the primary and secondary school environment but was extended to

adult learners by Malcolm Knowles’s concept of andragogy (1980), which consid-

ers the adult learner to be self-directed and desirous of an active learning envi-

ronment in which his or her own experiences play a part.

Other learning theorists such as Bruner, Vygotsky, and Piaget all embraced the

philosophy that humans do not learn in a vacuum but rather through interaction.

Bruner in his work with Bornstein (1989) stated that “development is intrinsically

bound up with interaction” (p. 13), which built on his earlier definition of reci-

procity as the “deep human need to respond to others and to operate jointly with

them toward an objective” (Bruner, 1966, p. 67).

Vygotsky (1981) believed that social interaction helped students learn from the

viewpoints of others in order to build a more complex worldview. One of the cor-

nerstones of Vygotsky’s work is the “zone of proximal development,” which is the

difference between the problem-solving ability of an individual independently and

the individual’s potential ability when working with an adult or more advanced

peer. Vygotsky saw instruction as effective only if it stimulated those abilities and

helped the learner across the zone of proximal development.

Piaget’s philosophy emphasized that learning must be connected to the learner

in order to be meaningful (Piaget, 1969). He described engaged learning (con-

structivism was his term of choice) as how we come to know our world, with

knowledge built on prior experiences and affected by new experiences. Unlike 

Vygotsky, Piaget proposed that development would be more likely to occur when

two equal partners collaborated in finding a solution than when a more skilled

partner dominated the task. Piaget believed effective discussions were only possi-

ble when there was symmetrical power between the discussants. Peer-to-peer dis-

cussion was more valuable than adult-to-child discussion because equals were

more likely to resolve the contradictions between each other’s views than were part-

ners of unequal authority.

The emergence of problem-based learning (PBL) was an evolutionary step along

the engaged learning continuum. In a PBL environment, a problem is posed to

learners who work together in teams to define the nature of the problem and de-

termine its resolution. Through this process, learners can “develop intellectual 

curiosity, confidence and engagement that will lead to lifelong learning” (Watson

Engaging the Online Learner4
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& Groh, 2001, p. 21). As with the work that preceded it, PBL is based on interac-

tion and meaningful learning.

Although interaction is a thread that runs through many learning theories, con-

structivism considers it central to learning and addresses epistemology within the

context of the individual and within social constructs. According to Smith and

Ragan, (1999, p. 15)

The key assumptions of individual constructivism are the following:

• Knowledge is constructed from experience.

• Learning results from a personal interpretation of knowledge.

• Learning is an active process in which meaning is developed on the

basis of experience. Learning is collaborative with meaning negoti-

ated from multiple perspectives.

This collaborative acquisition of knowledge is one key to the success of creating

an online learning environment. Activities that require student interaction and en-

courage a sharing of ideas promote a deeper level of thought.

In his summary of social constructivism, Weigel (2002) cautions that focusing

on content acquisition defeats the overall purpose of education. “Content is the

clay of knowledge construction; learning takes place when it is fashioned into

something meaningful. Creativity, critical analysis, and skillful performance are

inextricably linked to the process of creating more viable and coherent knowledge

structures.” (p. 5). In the online environment, collaborative activities are what allow

the clay to take form and have meaning for the learner.

As illustrated in Figure 1.1, the combination of constructivist and problem-

based learning philosophies within a collaborative context result in an engaged

learning environment. Engaged learning is focused on the learner, whose role is

integral to the generation of new knowledge. In an engaged learning environment,

each learner’s actions contribute not only to individual knowledge but to overall

community knowledge development as well.

Must you be an adamant constructivist to believe in learner engagement? No. As

Collison, Elbaum, Haavind, and Tinker (2000) point out, “There is strong evidence

to suggest that learners learn best when constructing their own knowledge. How-

ever, there is also a right time to clearly guide learners or simply give them a criti-

cal piece of information to help them move forward” (p. 97). What is important is

Engaged Learning in an Online Environment 5
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to value the desired outcome of the constructivist approach, which is that the ac-

quisition of knowledge is centered on the learners and their interactions and not

solely on a lecture-focused, instructor-centered approach.

ENGAGED LEARNING IN THE ONLINE ENVIRONMENT

While the history of education has been filled with instances in which students and

teachers were focused on student-oriented learning, today’s pedagogical evolution

has added technology to the equation. New media offer a wealth of opportunities

for interaction, yet many times are employed in a non-interactive mode that tends

to focus on creating an online lecture. Lecture is effective for knowledge trans-

mission, but if it is the primary strategy used in the online environment, the course

becomes a digital correspondence course with potential problems of learner iso-

lation and high dropout rate.

The involvement of the learner in the course, whether one calls it interaction,

engagement, or building community, is critical if an online course is to be more

than a lecture-oriented course in which interaction is primarily between the learner

and the content or the learner and the instructor. Norris, Mason, and Lefrere

Engaging the Online Learner6

Figure 1.1. An Engaged Learning Model

CP PBLELEL

Constructivist Principles
+

Problem-Based Learning =

An Engaged
Learning Environment

Collaboration
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(2003) emphasize that content may have been the primary focus of the past but

the time is coming when interactivity will drive learning. (p. x).

Engaged learning stimulates learners to actively participate in the learning sit-

uation, and thus gain the most knowledge from being a member of an online

learning community. Activities can also serve as memory cues. On several occa-

sions, students have reported remembering the lessons learned from an activity in

order to trigger long-term memory relative to the recall of basic concepts. One

learner stated that she could not answer a key midterm question until she thought

about the associated activity, this caused her to remember the concepts that the

activity presented, and the activated memory allowed her to organize and respond

to the item in question.

In recent years, more knowledge about the value of engaged learning in an on-

line environment has emerged (Bonk & King, 1998; Mantyla, 1999; Palloff & Pratt,

1999, 2001; Collison, Elbaum, Haavind, & Tinker, 2000; Meyer, 2002; Salmon,

2002), but additional guidelines are needed to help instructors assist learners in

evolving from their traditional role of receiving knowledge to a role that focuses

on their generating knowledge for themselves and others.

Kearsley (2000) points out that “the most important role of the instructor in

online classes is to ensure a high degree of interactivity and participation. This

means designing and conducting learning activities that result in engagement with

the subject matter and with fellow students” (p. 78).

Students cannot be passive knowledge-absorbers who rely on the instructor to

feed information to them. In an online course, it is imperative that they be active

knowledge-generators who assume responsibility for constructing and managing

their own learning experience. In a learner-centered environment, the traditional

instructor responsibilities such as generating resources and leading discussion shifts

to the learners. Success in an online learning environment depends on the use of

instructional strategies that support the shift in roles and the development of self-

direction.

If the learners are to succeed in their new role as an active partner in knowledge

generation, Weimer (2002) contends that the power inherent in a learning envi-

ronment should be shared so that “faculty still make key decisions about learning,

but they no longer make all decisions and not always without student input”

(Weimer, 2002, p. 28). The benefits of power sharing include energized learners

who are motivated to stay with a course when the going gets rough. This also

Engaged Learning in an Online Environment 7
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means that online power-sharing instructors may not have to struggle as much to

keep learners engaged in the course. Online facilitators set the stage for power shar-

ing to occur in the way they approach learners and provide feedback. When an on-

line facilitator invites learners to be a part of the process, more often than not,

learners rise to the occasion.

Leaders in the field of online education such as Draves (2000), Palloff and Pratt

(1999, 2001), Kearsley (2000), and Simonson, Smaldino, Albright, and Zvacek

(2000) all agree that learner interaction is the key to an effective online course. How-

ever, interaction and collaboration are not intuitive to many adult learners who

grew up under the competitive model of education where learners had to outshine

one another to be successful. Initially, a learner may be more comfortable in the

perceived safe role of a passive student and will need guidance and the opportunity

to exercise leadership and direction-setting in an online learning environment.

Engaged learning is a collaborative learning process in which the teacher and

student are partners in constructing knowledge and answering essential questions.

This strategic approach includes setting goals, establishing timelines, and creating

and assessing authentic products. Key elements of engaged learning in an online

environment include the following:

• Students establishing their own learning goals

• Students working together in groups

• Exploring appropriate resources to answer meaningful questions

• Tasks that are multidisciplinary and authentic, with connections to the real

world

• Assessment that is ongoing and performance-based

• Products that are shared with an audience beyond the classroom so students

are able to add value outside of the learning environment (Johnson, 1998).

The distance education pioneer Charles Wedemeyer (1981) asserted that learn-

ers must be highly self-motivated in order to be effective distance learners. While

this is still true in today’s online learning environment, the instructor also has the

responsibility to support and promote a learner’s internal motivations through ex-

ternal strategies. An engaged learning educational approach for instructors involves

Engaging the Online Learner8
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modeling, reflecting, actively involving the student, and developing a community

of fellow learners.

Engaged learning requires a cognitive and affective learner connection with the

methodology before it can occur. Gagne and Driscoll (1988) state that the follow-

ing external learning conditions are needed to maximize the influence of engaged

learning:

• The strategy is described or demonstrated.

• Numerous opportunities for communication and demonstration of the strat-

egy are provided.

• An expectation of success associated with incorporating the strategy and atti-

tude of engagement is presented.

• Informative feedback is provided as to the creativity and originality involved in

learner actions as well as their successful performance by an engaged learner.

We would add the following items to this list:

• A safe student-centered learning environment is provided.

• Opportunities for self-assessment are provided.

Before a learner can effectively demonstrate the skills of an engaged learner, he

or she must understand engaged learning and be amenable to adopting the strat-

egy. Only then can a learner be expected to form a community with others in the

online learning environment.

GUIDING LEARNERS TO ENGAGE ONLINE

The student’s role as an engaged learner develops over time. Interaction and col-

laboration is not intuitive to many adult learners who have been educated in a 

predominantly lecture-based environment. Initially, a learner may be more 

comfortable in a passive student role and will need guidance and the opportunity

to become more involved in an online learning environment. An online learner

must quickly establish comfort with the technology, comfort with predominantly

Engaged Learning in an Online Environment 9
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text-based communication, and comfort with a higher level of self-direction than

in a traditional classroom. If this comfort level is not reached, the learner will walk

away from the course in frustration.

In addition to these elements, learners have the additional uncertainty of hav-

ing to quickly build trust and interdependence with others that they may never

meet face to face. It becomes the instructor’s responsibility to make sure that the

learners find others in the learning environment with whom they can build a col-

laborative relationship. To do this, the online instructor must design course ele-

ments that encourage the growth of learners in these new relationships.

When courses first moved online, it seemed that more time was needed for an

instructor to manage a successful course online than had been needed in the tra-

ditional classroom setting. The Phases of Engagement framework initially began

as a desire to manage the level of online communication and focus learners and

instructors on performing their new roles in the online environment.

This framework provides a means of developing appropriate activities and in-

troducing them in an effective sequence. The framework includes introductory

community-building exercises, which build trust and help a group learn how to

work together. As learners gain more confidence and expertise, they can be guided

to move through additional phases of engagement (see Table 1.1).

During Phase 1, the instructor and learner begin the course in the more tradi-

tional role of deliverer-receiver, with the instructor setting the initial tone of the

course as being one in which he or she will be a guide. The students need to be in-

formed that others in the community will be just as important as the instructor,

if not more so at times. This tone can be set by an initial e-mail from the instruc-

tor or by having the first activity of the course be an icebreaker introduction that

requires learners to learn about and interact with one another in a nonthreaten-

ing manner. There may be a tendency for new online instructors to rush through

this initial phase, to get to what they may consider the heart of the course—the

content. However, experienced online instructors have found that interaction is

actually the essence of the course (Draves, 2000; Palloff & Pratt, 1999). The rest of

the course will go much more smoothly if care is taken to promote the appropri-

ate frame of mind in Phase 1 of the engagement process.

After establishing an appropriate climate for engagement to occur in Phase 1,

the instructor becomes a structural engineer who is responsible for organizing and

facilitating the growth of the student as a cooperative participant. Based on infor-

mation from the introductory activity, the instructor pairs students in working

Engaging the Online Learner10
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Table 1.1 Phases of Engagement

Learner Instructor
Phase Role Role Weeks Process

1 Newcomer Social 1–2 Instructor provides activities that are
negotiator interactive and that help learners get 

to know one another. Instructor 
expresses expectations for engagement
in the course, provides orientation to 
the course, and keeps learners on 
track. Examples: icebreakers, 
individual introductions, discussions 
concerning community issues such as 
Netiquette rules in a virtual lounge.

2 Cooperator Structural 3–4 Instructor forms dyads of learners and 
engineer provides activities that require critical 

thinking, reflection, and sharing of 
ideas. Examples: Peer reviews, activity 
critiques.

3 Collaborator Facilitator 5–6 Instructor provides activities that 
require small groups to collaborate, 
solve problems, reflect on experiences. 
Examples: content discussions, role 
playing, debates, jigsaws.

4 Initiator/ Community 7–16 Activities are learner-designed or 
partner member/ learner-led. Discussions begin to go 

challenger not only where the instructor intends 
but also where the learners direct 
them to go. Examples: Group 
presentations and projects, 
learner-facilitated discussions.
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dyads. This approach minimizes the threat of communicating with a large group

of unknown peers. Phase 2 may begin in a social tone similar to Phase 1, but it must

then turn the learners toward more academic exchanges.

In Phase 3, the peer partners are combined into collaborative teams in which

members support one another and are responsible for one another’s learning. Our

experience as online instructors is that it takes about four weeks for most learners

to feel comfortable enough with technology-mediated communication and their

cyberpeers to move into this phase. Is Phase 2 necessary, or can learner teams be

formed immediately? Teams can be formed sooner under the following conditions:

• The size of the learning community is small (less than twenty members).

• There was a high degree of interaction in Phase 1 activities.

• Teaming is tightly structured with contracts and feedback rubrics provided by

the instructor, or the majority of the learners are experienced online collabo-

rators.

An instructor encourages learners to move to Phase 4 by introducing oppor-

tunities for individuals and teams to lead activities. In this phase, the instructor

participates in the learning environment like any other member of the learning

community, as another knowledge generator.

Movement through each of the initial phases is facilitated by the “activity ar-

chitect,” the instructor, who, through activities, provides increasing opportunities

for learners to know and trust one another, with the goal of learners gradually

being able to turn to a community as opposed to a single instructor for informa-

tion and support. Not surprisingly, younger students may adapt more easily than

older adults to meeting others online, but both groups may initially have difficulty

shaking off the passivity of the lecture-based paradigm and turning to one another

as sources of knowledge. Again, providing enough time to move through each of

the phases is vital to effectively developing a fully engaged frame of mind in the

learner.

APPROPRIATE ACTIVITIES FOR EACH PHASE

Designing and utilizing activities that are appropriate for the various engagement

phases of specific learners can promote confidence and success and may even move

Engaging the Online Learner12

02Conrad/Ch. 1  11/29/03  8:48 AM  Page 12



a learner through the phases more quickly. Table 1.2 provides examples of phase-

appropriate activities.

The Phase 1 example activity focuses on introducing peers to one another in a

creative and fun manner. The Phase 2 example activity focuses on two peers work-

ing together, while the Phase 3 example demonstrates a reflective activity. The

“Group Choice” example activity for Phase 4 exhibits how learners can be pro-

vided with the opportunity to lead an activity in the online community.

It is important to note that content-related engaged activities should not begin

until a learner has completed Phase 1 and moved solidly into Phase 2. This is not to

say that content-related activities cannot be done by a Phase 1 learner, but the most

appropriate activities at this point would be individual rather than peer-related.

What if learners are experienced in the online environment? Can phases be

skipped? While it may be possible to move more quickly through the phases, it is

still recommended that the instructor use at least one activity from each phase in

order to help learners become oriented to the course and become familiar with the

new set of peers who will be working together in the online environment.

Part Two of this book provides additional examples of activities for each phase.

Chapters Four and Five provide activities for Phase 1, Chapter Six for Phase 2,

and Chapter Seven transitions the Phase 2 learner into Phase 3. Chapters Eight and

Nine provide activities for Phase 3, and Chapter 10 for Phase 4.

SUMMARY

Engaged learning is not a new theoretical approach, but its application in an on-

line environment requires special consideration in order to maximize learning.

The challenge both educators and learners face is how to facilitate the transition

between the mindset that was reinforced in the traditional lecture-based learning

environment and the one required to be an engaged online community member.

Engaged learning does not simply happen. It requires “architectural engineer-

ing” by the instructor. Planning and utilizing activities that assist a learner in mov-

ing through the developmental phases of engaged learning ensures that learners

are motivated and able to successfully interact and collaborate in an online learn-

ing environment and eventually engage in independent knowledge building.

Engaged Learning in an Online Environment 13
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Table 1.2. Activity Examples for Each Phase of Engagement

Learner Instructor
Phase Role Role Activity Example

1 Newcomer Social Exercise Title: One Thing That Describes Me
negotiator Task: Student uses a symbol to describe 

himself or herself
Objective: To introduce a student’s interests 

and background to others in the 
class

Learner Instructions: Look around and find an
object or a digital image that represents you,
or your reasons for taking this course or even 
something about your research interests. Post 
a digital image of your chosen object—for 
example, a scanned image, digital picture, 
or a Web-linked image—on the discussion board. 
Explain why you chose the item. Your explanation 
of the posted object should include a brief 
description of your expectations of the course 
and/or the perspective you contribute to the 
learning community. After you enter your 
description, comment on the descriptions posted 
by at least two of your peers.

2 Cooperator Structural Exercise Title: Pair Share
engineer Task: Peers discuss reading questions

Objective: To process content

Learner Instructions: After completing this week’s 
reading, take a moment to answer the assigned 
questions (instructor provides content-related ques-
tions). Contact your assigned peer and discuss 
any questions you might have about the reading. 
What are your common perceptions? Where do 
you differ? Post your response in the discussion 
area.
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3 Collaborator Facilitator Exercise Title: Summary Words
Task: Student reflects on the course or 

unit so far
Objective: To provide feedback to the 

instructor and classmates on the 
shared experience

Learner Instructions: Take a few minutes to reflect 
on your reactions to this week’s class (or identified 
unit). What two or three word expressions come 
to mind? Enter a brief expression into the subject 
line of a discussion board thread. Post as many 
words or expressions as you can think of in five 
minutes. This is not the time to analyze your 
input; just key and post. Wait twenty-four hours, 
then review the responses of your peers. Choose 
one word or expression that speaks directly to 
you. Post a response to your peer and instructor 
explaining why this word has special meaning 
in defining the class experience for you.

4 Initiator/ Community Exercise Title: Group Choice
partner member/ Task: Team designs class activity

challenger Objective: To process content

Learner Instructions: Your team will be required to 
develop and lead an activity that relates minimally 
to the following objectives (instructor provides 
objectives). Be prepared to lead your activity 
during Week 8 of the course.
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Designing Online
Engagement

When the instructor sets the stage appropriately, the virtual student begins
to understand that his or her individual learning process depends on the

participation and commitment of the other students in the group.

Palloff & Pratt, 2003, p. 23

An instructor can clearly detect when students are engaged in an ef-

fective classroom activity. Both energy and sound levels are higher,

and students are reluctant to change to another task. The synergy be-

tween collaborative partners is exciting to observe as the discussion

grows animated and connections are established. The big question is,

how do you create this exhilarating learning environment when you

lack verbal and visual cues? Salmon (2002) points out that the lack of

these cues need not be viewed as detrimental, because it can mean free-

dom from the distraction of physical presence. “If the remoteness and
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lack of visual clues are handled appropriately they can increase the com-

fort level of e-moderators and participants alike” (p. 20).

Several decisions must be made in order to design an effective activity that will

engage the learner appropriately. These include the following:

• Whether a classroom-based activity will be adapted for use online or an entirely

new one designed

• How the needs of the learner will be met

• What communication tool will be the most effective for the activity

ADAPTING CLASSROOM-BASED ACTIVITIES

As instructional technology tools were developing, the level of technology some-

times drove the learning experience. However, it is the learning outcome that must

be the focus of the activity, not the technological tool used to implement the ac-

tivity. Thus, designing online activities is very similar to designing classroom-based

activities.

To determine whether a classroom-based activity is adaptable to the online en-

vironment, the activity must first be examined to see that it meets the learning out-

comes of the online course. Often a classroom-based course is redesigned before

it is put online, and learning outcomes or objectives are modified. Every activity

should be scrutinized to determine whether it matches a learning objective. An ac-

tivity that does not contribute to a learning outcome only adds confusion to the

course and risks learner dissatisfaction at having to do an unnecessary activity.

In an engaged learning environment, the majority of learning outcomes should

fall into the application, analysis, synthesis, or evaluation levels of thinking as de-

scribed in Bloom’s taxonomy (Bloom, 1956). Each activity to be used for online

engaged learning should be analyzed to determine which level of thinking it re-

quires and to ensure that there is a mix of activities for varying levels of thinking.

The next element to consider is how appropriate the activity is for use in an en-

gaged learning environment. Analyze how this activity will contribute to engaged

learning, using the following questions:

Designing Online Engagement 17
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• Will the activity help learners use the online tools?

• Does it assist in the social process needed to establish community?

• What type of interaction or collaboration with peers occurs?

• Is reflection required?

• Will a particular problem be resolved?

Also consider which phase of engagement the activity could be classified under

and whether the activity is placed appropriately in the sequence of the course. For

example, a Phase 4 student-led discussion activity should not occur in the first few

weeks of a course, because the learning community will not have been adequately

prepared for it. To introduce it prematurely would guarantee its failure. An in-

structor-facilitated discussion would be a more appropriate activity.

Smith and Ragan (1999) caution against the limited perspective that learner en-

thusiasm and engagement always equates with learning taking place. Activities that

lack an instructional goal and purpose will fail to create a deeper level of commu-

nity and knowledge acquisition even if they are fun and interactive. Beware of what

Smith and Ragan term the “activity for activity’s sake” approach (1999, p. 17). Se-

quencing and using activities as described in the four-phase approach will help

you avoid meaningless activities.

There are some activities that can be easily converted from face-to-face to on-

line interactions; brainstorming is one of the most obvious. To quickly “shout out”

phrases in an online situation, use the subject line of a threaded discussion to enter

the thought. This allows everyone to quickly read the idea without having to open

the document.

Small-group interactions can be facilitated in an assigned discussion or chat

area for each group, with the instructor going from group to group and interject-

ing comments, as is done in a face-to-face classroom. Group reporting can be as-

signed to one individual, who may provide a summary for a synchronous class

discussion or in an asynchronous discussion area.

New activities will still be needed in addition to those converted from a class-

room-based environment. At the very minimum, activities to help learners use the

online tools and to promote the social development of the online community will

need to be designed. The questions outlined in this section should also be consid-

ered when planning these new activities.

Engaging the Online Learner18

03Conrad/Ch. 2  11/29/03  11:10 AM  Page 18



Designing Online Engagement 19

MEETING THE NEEDS OF ONLINE LEARNERS

The lives of online learners are complicated, with numerous distractions and moti-

vational challenges. “Most of our students today are older, are working, and need

more flexible schedules” (Palloff & Pratt, 2001, p. 109). They face challenges such as

family needs, business travel, and health issues. The learning process can be inter-

rupted by births, weddings, illnesses, deaths, unexpected career changes, interna-

tional business meetings, and long-overdue vacations. There will be technological

glitches as well, but the personal hurdles will far outweigh the technological ones.

For many participants, their first few experiences in an online learning com-

munity can be overwhelming. The key to creating a positive experience is to iden-

tify the students’ needs and then incorporate activities that address their various

learning styles. For an online facilitator, this means getting to know the learner as

soon as possible through the use of profiles and introductory activities that pro-

vide insight into who the learner is not only academically but professionally and

personally. The facilitator can then begin to draw on the experiences of those in

the course and empower course members to capitalize on what they know. Adult

learners bring a diverse set of experiences and perspectives with them to the learn-

ing environment. They do not learn in a vacuum but in the rich context of the life

they have lived and are currently living. In a learner-centered environment, those

experiences are honored and woven into the academic experience through dis-

cussion and activities that provide opportunities for learners to lead. It also means

that a facilitator stands ready to adjust activities as the needs of the community

dictate. For example, discussion questions can be modified or added based on the

diversity of the learning community. Project topics can be chosen by the learners

rather than assigned by the instructor.

One fundamental aspect of meeting the needs of online learners is allowing ad-

equate time for an activity to be accomplished. Online communication takes longer

than classroom communication in most cases. Therefore, more time must be al-

lowed in the course plan for activities requiring online interaction among learn-

ers than might be provided in the course plan of a face-to-face class. Discussion

activities need a minimum of a week to develop. If more than one discussion is

conducted at a time, learners should be allowed to choose the topics that they will

participate in discussing. Teams need to begin planning their projects at least six

weeks before they are due. Too many activities in a week will overwhelm learners.
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Remember that the depth of thought is likely to be greater in a reflective online

discussion than in a reactive classroom-based discussion. Fewer activities, rather

than more, will improve the quality of knowledge generation.

CHOOSING AN EFFECTIVE COMMUNICATION TOOL

While the technology should not be the primary focus when planning an activity,

choosing the most effective means of conducting the activity will be an important

contributor to its success. For example, a reflective activity that is conducted using

a synchronous chat may turn into a reactive exercise in which learners are typing

too quickly to think as deeply as they might in an asynchronous discussion.

Table 2.1 lists the characteristics of some tools that are commonly available for

activities. For instance, announcements, course documents, and CD-ROMs are

broadcast tools, which provide one-way communication from the initiator to the

receiver. Conversely, interactive tools, such as discussion boards, chat rooms, and e-

mail, allow a communication exchange to occur. Communication can be public

or private. For example, an announcement is a public communication tool, while

an e-mail message is a more private form of communication.

The technology tools available to an online community include some that are

not used online. Telephones and fax machines can be used along with online tools.

For example, in one of our classes, a student arranged a conference call for the class

to participate in a team-led presentation. One team member provided the lecture

over the phone while another managed the accompanying PowerPoint slides and

another typed the presentation transcript in the course chat room.

The question of whether to use a synchronous or asynchronous communica-

tion tool is a difficult one. Synchronous, or real-time communication occurs at the

same time for all participants. Asynchronous communication occurs at varying

times. In our fast-paced world, many of us feel the pressure to have instant answers

to our communications. Many educators favor synchronous interaction because

they are influenced by the classroom paradigm. Often instructors attempt to repli-

cate a face-to-face classroom in the online environment because it is difficult to

imagine how an activity works when learners are not participating at the same

time, in the same space.

There are some situations in which synchronous activities are the most effec-

tive choice, such as when conducting team meetings or when building group con-

sensus. But synchronous activities entail many challenges. Trying to coordinate a

03Conrad/Ch. 2  11/29/03  11:10 AM  Page 20



Ta
bl

e 
2.

1.
C

ha
ra

ct
er

is
ti

cs
 o

f 
O

nl
in

e 
C

om
m

un
ic

at
io

n 
To

ol
s

• 
O

ne
-t

o-
O

ne
 (

O
)

C
om

m
un

ic
at

io
n

B
ro

ad
ca

st
 (

B
)/

Pu
bl

ic
/

O
nl

in
e/

Sy
nc

hr
on

ou
s 

(S
)/

• 
O

ne
-t

o–
Sm

al
l G

ro
up

 (
S)

G
ro

up
 In

te
ra

ct
io

n 
To

ol
In

te
ra

ct
iv

e 
(I

)
Pr

iv
at

e
O

ffl
in

e
A

sy
nc

hr
on

ou
s 

(A
)

• 
O

ne
-t

o–
La

rg
e 

G
ro

up
 (

L)
(M

an
y-

to
-M

an
y)

 (
M

)

St
ud

y 
gu

id
e/

B
Pu

bl
ic

O
ffl

in
e

A
L

C
D

-R
O

M
A

nn
ou

nc
em

en
ts

B
Pu

bl
ic

O
nl

in
e

A
L

C
ou

rs
e 

do
cu

m
en

ts
 

B
Pu

bl
ic

O
nl

in
e

A
L

(v
id

eo
/a

ud
io

/t
ex

t 
fil

es
)

St
ud

en
t 

pa
ge

s
B

Pu
bl

ic
O

nl
in

e
A

L
E-

m
ai

l
I

Pr
iv

at
e

O
nl

in
e

A
O

, S
, L

D
is

cu
ss

io
n 

bo
ar

d
I

Pu
bl

ic
O

nl
in

e
A

S,
 L

M
C

ha
t

I
Pu

bl
ic

O
nl

in
e

S
O

, S
, L

*
M

 (
gr

ou
p 

pr
es

en
ta

tio
ns

)*
In

st
an

t 
m

es
sa

gi
ng

I
Pr

iv
at

e
O

nl
in

e
S

O
, S

A
ss

ig
nm

en
t 

dr
op

 b
ox

I
Pr

iv
at

e
O

nl
in

e
A

O
G

ro
up

 d
is

cu
ss

io
n 

ar
ea

I
Pr

iv
at

e
O

nl
in

e
A

, S
**

O
, S

(t
o 

gr
ou

p)
Ph

on
e

I
Pr

iv
at

e
O

ffl
in

e
S

O
, S

Fa
x

B,
 (

I)
**

*
Pr

iv
at

e
O

ffl
in

e
A

O
O

ve
rn

ig
ht

 m
ai

l
B

Pr
iv

at
e

O
ffl

in
e

A
O

*B
re

ak
 la

rg
er

 g
ro

up
s 

in
to

 s
m

al
le

r 
gr

ou
ps

 t
o 

in
cr

ea
se

 in
te

ra
ct

io
n 

an
d 

de
cr

ea
se

 c
ha

os

**
A

ss
um

es
 e

xi
st

en
ce

 o
f 

di
sc

us
si

on
 b

oa
rd

 a
nd

 c
ha

t 
ca

pa
bi

lit
ie

s 
w

ith
in

 t
he

 g
ro

up
 a

re
a

**
*D

ep
en

de
nt

 o
n 

th
e 

sp
ee

d 
of

 r
es

po
ns

e

03Conrad/Ch. 2  11/29/03  11:10 AM  Page 21



Engaging the Online Learner22

meeting time is often difficult. Another consideration is the structure of the dis-

cussion. Several topics may become active at the same time, causing discussions to

become fragmented. Also, the fastest typist tends to be the loudest voice. To avoid

these problems, the facilitator can limit the discussion to one topic at a time and

ensure that all participants have posted comments before a second topic is intro-

duced. Keeping the number of participants small allows easier tracking when using

this approach.

Another major frustration for learners involved in a synchronous activity occurs

when the technology fails. When learners are unable to log in to a scheduled chat

session, they feel they have missed class and the sole opportunity to participate

through no fault of their own. Logs of the synchronous discussions are imperative

in order to minimize this de-motivating aspect of synchronous communication. It

is also important to provide instructions in advance for an alternate class activity

in case the synchronous session is interrupted due to network problems.

Despite the fact that it does not happen within a shared time period, asyn-

chronous communication has many benefits. It allows for reflective time prior to

response. The depth of thought in asynchronous activities is usually greater than in

synchronous activities, unless significant preparation is required before chat ses-

sions. Asynchronous activities also allow the instructor and learners to communi-

cate at their most productive time of the day, when thoughts are clearest and minds

freshest. Learners can choose to interact during their individual “teachable mo-

ments.” Unlike synchronous activities, asynchronous activities allow each voice to

be heard, whether in a small or large group, helping learners feel that they are part

of a learning community and increasing their motivation to interact.

One danger of asynchronous communication is its open-endedness. There must

be a distinct beginning and end to asynchronous activities in order to minimize

information overload and subsequent learner frustration. When used appropri-

ately, the opportunity for reflective thought and communication in an asynchro-

nous activity can produce far greater depth of learning than typically occurs in a

synchronous activity.

Choose communication tools based on the nature of the activity. Use synchro-

nous communication for quick exchanges of thought. Consider mixing syn-

chronous and asynchronous activities. For example, group discussions could be

conducted asynchronously, but team meetings could be conducted synchronously.

The final consideration when choosing a communication tool for an online en-

gaged learning activity is whether communication needs to be one-to-one, as in
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peer reviews; one-to–small group, as might occur in a team meeting; one-to–large

group, as in instructor-to-class announcements; or many-to-many, as might occur

between groups. For example, one-to-one communications can be served by all

the interactive tools listed in Table 2.1, while one-to–small group communications

are best served by tools such as e-mail or discussion in the group area of a course

management system.

SUMMARY

A student’s learning process is enhanced through careful activity preparation on

the part of the instructor or course designer. The goal is to create activities that

will engage and challenge learners while expanding their personal connections to

their existing knowledge.

When moving an activity from the classroom to an online learning environ-

ment, the instructor must consider whether the activity will result in appropriate

learning outcomes, what level of thinking it promotes, whether it will engage 

the learning community, and what communication tools should be used. Aware-

ness of students’ varied learning styles and needs also influences the design of ef-

fective engaged learning activities for the online environment.

If a classroom-based activity cannot be converted for use in an online learning

environment, a new activity must be developed with the learning outcomes, learn-

ers’ needs, and communication tool selection in mind. At minimum, new activi-

ties will be needed in the online environment to help learners use the new online

communication tools and to help the community develop its social interactions.

Designing Online Engagement 23
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Measuring Online
Engaged Learning

In keeping with a learner-centered approach, evaluation 
and assessment should be part of the learning-teaching process,

embedded in class activities and in the interactions 
between learners and between learners and teachers.

Harasim, Hiltz, Teles, & Turoff, 1996, p. 167

The primary indicators of engagement in an online learning envi-

ronment are the amount of interaction between students and the

quality of that interaction. A high volume of meaningful communica-

tion, a deeper level of understanding, and the application of knowledge

to real-life situations all combine to engage the students and instructor

in the learning situation. The posting of an “aha” moment at 3 A.M. or

the metamorphosis of discussion and understanding into complex ideas

are all signs that the course is on the path of engaged learning.
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ANALYZING THE QUALITY OF CRITICAL THINKING

As in any course, effective assessment of engaged learning must be built into the

very structure of the course. Dick, Carey, and Carey (2000) recommend that as-

sessments be determined directly after the desired learning outcomes have been

defined and before the bulk of the course activities are constructed. This process

does not differ in an online engaged learning environment. What does differ is the

assessment strategy.

In an engaged learning environment, learners are required to perform at the

higher levels of thinking in Bloom’s taxonomy, which are application, analysis,

synthesis, and evaluation (Bloom, 1956). Traditional exams with multiple-choice

questions are adequate for the knowledge and comprehension levels of Bloom’s

taxonomy but cannot accurately measure the depth of critical thinking and re-

flection that occurs in an engaged learning environment. Evaluation of critical

thinking and reflection requires assessment methods that encourage individual ex-

pression, perhaps through answering open-ended questions or completing a cul-

minating project. The instructor may intersperse self-assessment activities

throughout the course or use nongraded activities that allow learners to explore

ideas in a nonthreatening environment.

Large online class enrollments leave many instructors with limited evaluation

choices, which may result in the use of standard testing methodologies in order to

provide timely feedback. However, in an engaged learning environment, alterna-

tive means of assessment that are incorporated throughout the course should be

used in concert with traditional exams whenever possible in order to evaluate

higher levels of thinking. For example, having learners demonstrate their under-

standing through a group project or paper whose topic they define requires more

than rote learning and maximizes the level of thinking promoted in an engaged

learning environment.

The assessment strategies that are most effective in an engaged learning 

environment—such as projects, papers, discussion postings, and student-led 

discussions—also require additional tools; discussion analysis tools, rubrics, team

assessments, and reflective self-assessments can help to effectively measure indi-

vidual performance in an engaged learning environment.

When considering the assessment of critical thinking in discussion, papers, and

projects, an instructor must consider how it will be demonstrated. Palloff and Pratt

Measuring Online Engaged Learning 25
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Engaging the Online Learner26

(2003) list the following attributes of critical thinking, which could be used in the

development of a rubric for discussions, projects, and papers:

• Clarity of ideas and expression

• Consistency of behavior and thinking

• Openness to learning

• Evaluation of material

• Communication

• Specificity of feedback

• Accessibility for discussion

• Flexibility

• Risk-taking

DISCUSSION ANALYSIS TOOLS

The greatest challenge in assessing an online engaged activity is determining the

quality of thought expressed. Online instructors often feel as if they must read

every discussion posting in order to adequately evaluate each learner’s depth of

critical thinking. New software tools are emerging that assist with this task so that

an instructor doesn’t have to read everything. One such tool is the Discussion

Analysis Tool, also known as ForumManager, which evaluates patterns in online

interactions (Jeong, 2003).

The analysis results produced by ForumManager include the average number

of discussion entries per participant, the level of interactivity, richness of the dis-

cussion, and depth of the discussion. These assessment data can be used as one

factor in formulating a grade or to prompt additional interactions and provide

feedback that encourages deeper critical thinking in online discussions.

RUBRICS

A rubric defines the performance levels for each gradable activity element. The

creation of activity rubrics can be time-consuming but is well worth the effort, be-

cause both the learner and teacher expectations are better met when evaluation
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criteria are provided at the time a task is assigned. A rubric clearly specifies the ex-

pectations for the activity and the effort required by the student to achieve a de-

sired score.

To construct a rubric, list each key element of the activity, then define the var-

ious levels of effort and determine the grading points for each level. If an activity

requires multiple types of effort, a rubric for each effort type must be constructed.

The examples in Tables 3.1 through 3.3 are based on an activity in Chapter Nine,

entitled Group Problem-Based Learning Activity, that was developed by Charleen

Worsham of Kilgore College in Texas. The goals of the project are to simulate a

real-world situation and to provide an experience for group problem-based learn-

ing. Each team member acts as a computer support expert, and each team must

prepare hardware, software, operating system, and peripheral device specifications

for new employees. For this activity, two rubrics were constructed—one for the

specifications produced by the team and one for the level of required teamwork.

In addition, a reflective self-assessment was used.

TEAM ASSESSMENTS

In an engaged learning environment, peers often have the best perspective on

whether their teammates are providing valuable contributions to the learning com-

munity. Therefore, learning environments that encourage collaborative activities

should incorporate peer evaluations in the assessment process.

A major drawback of this type of assessment is that students are often reluctant

to criticize someone else’s efforts. The key to effective peer feedback is that it be

constructive and encourage improvement. One recommended approach is to iden-

tify how it might be improved or changed the next time as opposed to only point-

ing out its deficiencies. Another way to have course participants evaluate one

another’s contributions in a group effort is to use a rubric such as the one in Table

3.2 or the form developed by Mary Herring at the University of Northern Iowa,

shown in Figure 3.1.

By including team assessments as part of the project grade, the instructor can

emphasize the importance of collaboration. If there are discrepancies in team mem-

bers’ assessments, the instructor may wish to phone or e-mail to see why one 

member viewed the experience or team performance in a different light than the

other members. Open discussions between students and the instructor to explain

Measuring Online Engaged Learning 27
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Table 3.3. Example of a Self-Assessment Activity

Self-Assessment for Group Problem-Based Learning Activity (see Chapter Nine)
Share your reflections on the assignment as follows:

Question Reflective Thoughts

What I learned about buying 
a computer . . .

What I learned about working with 
others in an online group . . .

The time and effort required to 
complete this assignment compared 
to what I learned was . . .

differences usually result in a new understanding of expectations and can be an

opportunity to improve conflict resolution skills.

REFLECTIVE SELF-ASSESSMENTS

Reflection and self-assessment are important components for empowerment in

any learner-focused environment. Journaling, in which learners produce docu-

ments representing their thoughts throughout an activity, is one of the primary

tools for tracking both formative and summative self-assessment. Requiring stu-

dents to provide reflective journal entries for instructor review encourages partic-

ipants to make sense of the online process and their position within the learning

community. Figure 3.2 shows a reflective journal assignment that was developed

by Robert F. Brooks and Rita-Marie Conrad at Florida State University.

SUMMARY

Assessment in an engaged learning environment should focus on whether the

stated objectives of the course have been met and whether the students have been
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Figure 3.1. Example of a Peer Evaluation Form

Peer Evaluation (15 points)

Evaluator Name: ___________________________________

Module Number: ___________________________________

List each team member, and rate them on a scale from 1 to 3 in each of the areas
listed.

3 = Above average
2 = Average
1 = Below average

Quality (3 points): Completed all assignments at the level of quality expected 
by the group

Responsibility (3 points): Completed all assignments in a timely manner
Teamwork (3 points): Worked well with other team members
Contribution (3 points): Contributed to the group in an equitable fashion
Attitude (3 points): Projected positive attitude throughout module

Member 
Name Quality Responsibility Teamwork Contribution Attitude

Additional comments: 
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Figure 3.2. Example of a Reflective Diary Activity

Reflective Diary
Instructions:
This diary is a record of your reflections about your own experiences, attitudes, opin-
ions, and feelings in relation to the material and within the context of leadership. You
should make entries several times each week as your thoughts develop about lead-
ership, forever striving to develop your personal theory of information leadership.
Keep in mind the theme of the class: Learning to Lead from Where You Are. Entries
must be dated; for example, “Week 2, Sept. 4, 2002.”

Random journal checks will be done throughout the semester. You should be pre-
pared to submit a current, digital copy upon request. Thus, you would submit a diary
with entries for Weeks 2–5 if we ask you to submit in Week 6. Generally, we will
make an announcement four to six days prior to the due date.

Objective: To assist students in developing their personal theory-in-use of informa-
tion leadership.

Task:

• Begin your diary in Week 2.
• Make at least one entry each week. You should have two to three pages per week.
• Date your entries.
• Write in an essay format, revealing your thoughts about how the material we’re

studying relates to your life in the context of leadership.
• Strive throughout the semester to develop and elucidate your personal theory of

information leadership.  You should revise your definition of information leader-
ship throughout the semester based on classroom experiences, readings, and 
reflection.

The Personal Reflection Questions at the end of each chapter of the textbook may
help you in relating the material to your own experiences, attitudes, opinions, and
feelings; however, don’t just answer the questions. This is your diary. It must reflect
your thoughts.

Format: Essay, two to three pages per week, double-spaced, 12-point font, one-inch
margins, typed.

Grade: Grading will consider your application of concepts to personal experience
and/or knowledge. Grading will include our assessment of the depth of your
thought. Each submission grade will be accumulated to determine the Reflective
Diary grade for the semester.
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engaged in the learning process. Engaged learning requires a higher level of think-

ing; therefore, assessment should consist of more than traditional exams whenever

possible. Activity rubrics, team assessment, and reflective self-assessment can be

used to more effectively assess performance in an online engaged learning envi-

ronment. In addition, software such as ForumManager can be used to analyze the

depth of thought expressed through online communication.

Engaging the Online Learner34
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Learning to Use 
Online Tools

For the instructor of an online course, one of the biggest challenges

is making sure that all participants have the necessary skill level

with the communication tools that will be used during the course.

Several activities can be used to increase the comfort level of all par-

ticipants.

One of the initial steps in course development is determining which tools will be

used in the course. Once the instructor determines the course requirements, the

skill level of the students needs to be determined. A skills survey form is included

as a suggested way of assessing the participants’ previous experiences and current

concerns. The instructor must be flexible enough to add skill-building activities

when necessary. Sometimes skill-building activities need to be added for selected

individuals after their skill levels are determined at the initial session.

BUILDING STUDENTS’ SKILLS IN USING THE NECESSARY TOOLS

To avoid unnecessary frustration, we recommend that students be comfortable

with a tool prior to its use in a graded assignment. Offering a nongraded assign-

ment on Internet searching during a session prior to the due date of an actual

C H A P T E R

4

�
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graded search will eliminate the panic that is experienced by many students when

faced with a graded assignment that requires the use of a new tool or process. For

example, when using an assignment drop box, the instructor can assign a non-

critical task as the first homework task.

In addition to providing opportunities for students to acquire the necessary

skills, an instructor can establish an informal mentoring system by matching a

more technologically skilled student with one with more limited experience. By

having the two learners ask each other questions they have about an assignment,

they learn from each other as opposed to relying on the expertise of the instruc-

tor. When the less experienced student has the answer to a peer’s question, it of-

fers an incredible opportunity for empowerment for that student. The saying “we

learn best when we teach” applies very well to this situation. Not only does this ap-

proach free up the instructor’s time, but it offers an opportunity for the partici-

pants to learn facilitation skills.

Once skills have been acquired, tracking students’ utilization of the technology

is essential. Whenever students rely on using technology to meet a course require-

ment, the excuses for nonsubmittal of an assignment such as “the dog ate my

homework” or multiple deaths of the same grandmother in one semester have been

replaced with more imaginative alternatives such as crashing hard drives, viruses,

and unsaved lost files. One way for technology-assisted instructors to verify that

due dates have been met is by using a drop box or tracking the time stamps on

electronic transmissions. In the event of a technology failure, the learner should

notify the instructor immediately to negotiate another means of assignment sub-

mittal. Students should also be advised to keep multiple copies of an assignment.

The best way for students to learn to use the online course tools is to actually

use them. The more opportunities that are made available to students to increase

their comfort level with course tools, the sooner the actual course content can be

introduced.

Engaging the Online Learner38

06Conrad/Ch. 4  11/29/03  11:11 AM  Page 38



Learning to Use Online Tools 39

Table 4.1. Skill-Building Activities to Try

Activity Asynchronous Synchronous

Skills Survey (student assessment) ✓

Drag and Drop ✓

Library Search (online library search) ✓

I Can Find That (Boolean search techniques) ✓

Scavenger Hunt (Internet search) ✓

Syllabus Quiz ✓
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Skills Survey

Name:

Yes No Comments

1. I’ve participated in other online courses.
2. I feel comfortable using e-mail.
3. I have used an assignment drop box.
4. I can attach files to e-mail: text files, 

audio files, and digital images.
5. I feel comfortable using a discussion 

board, group area, or chat room.
6. I have participated in a threaded 

discussion.
7. I can effectively search for items 

on the Internet.
8. I feel comfortable using Boolean logic 

(and, or, +, –, and so on) when 
searching the Internet.

9. I have participated in online 
collaborations such as team projects 
or presentations.

10. I have used course management
software (for example, Blackboard©, 
WebCT©, eCollege):

Previous online courses:

Additional comments:
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Drag and Drop

Task: A game on how to enhance one’s learning space
Objective: To help learners determine what might be helpful in a physical 

environment when learning online
Author: William Draves, President, Learning Resources Network (LERN), 

draves@lern.org
Method: Asynchronous

Instructions

Your physical environment is important when you learn online. Some things help
your online learning; others hinder it.

1. Go to http://www.lern.org/applications/draganddrop/draganddrop.htm. The
object of the game is to place the right objects in your online learning space 
(the “IN” box) and to place the objects that don’t belong in the “OUT” box.

2. Click on the object and drag (move) it to one of the boxes. If you drag an object
into the wrong box, it will snap back to its original location. For an explanation
of each pair of objects, click on Notes.

3. When you are done, click on Submit.

Activity Author’s Note

When a person does a drag-and-drop activity, the physical exercise in cyberspace in-
creases memory, retention, and learning compared with a less physical exercise such
as taking a multiple-choice test. Thus, the drag-and-drop activity has an underlying
valid learning principle. I thank eighth-grader Tristan Wiley for his assistance in the
development of this activity. 
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Library Search

Task: Skills activity for learning how to do on-line library searches
Objective: To help students learn online library searching
Author: Kathleen R. Crane, MSN, RN, BC, Assistant Professor/Clinical, 

School of Nursing, The University of Texas Health Science Center
at San Antonio, crane@uthscsa.edu

Method: Asynchronous

Instructions

This assignment requires you to do an online library search for one article related to 
a topic covered in this course. You must submit the article and a one-page synopsis
to your clinical instructor via e-mail. (It’s not acceptable unless it’s an electronic sub-
mission.)

Activity Author’s Note

In our nursing program, we have many students who are new to using computers;
many still don’t have e-mail at home. As at many schools, students at the Health 
Science Center are given an e-mail account when they register. We include this 
library search assignment in our course, “Professional Nursing: Health Promotion.”
Based on suggestions and recommendations from previous students, this is now part
of a graded activity worth 5 percent of the course grade.

For many students, when they complete this exercise, it is the first time they have
used the online library facility and their e-mail. Most of them say, “That wasn’t as
hard as I thought it would be!”
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I Can Find That

Task: Skills activity for learning Boolean search techniques
Objective: To provide students with practice in using Boolean search 

techniques
Author: J. Ana Donaldson, Ed.D., University of Northern Iowa, 

ana.donaldson@uni.edu
Method: Asynchronous

Instructions

You will be e-mailed a topic to search for on the Internet. You will have one week 
to submit your completed assignment. The trick of this task is to go from the largest
number of Internet “hits” to the minimum number in the fewest number of searches
by using the Boolean search techniques that we have discussed. Try several different
browsers to determine which is the most effective for your particular search 
parameters.

You are to report only on the one that narrowed the topic to the fewest number
of searches. Your final report should contain the following items:

• Search topic
• Browser name
• Initial Boolean search statement and number of “hits”
• Each of the subsequent Boolean statements and number of “hits”
• The final URL that best meets your search specifications
• Total number of searches performed

Good luck and think creatively!

Activity Author’s Note

This activity is based on the old game show claim, “I can name that tune in five
notes or less.” It is important to provide students with basic information on how 
to do Boolean searches (and, or, +, and so on) prior to assigning this activity.
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Scavenger Hunt

Task: Skills activity to help students learn to navigate on the Internet
Objective: To increase students’ ability to navigate on the Internet
Author: Sarah Lelgarde Swart, Instructional Design Studio Director 

of Instructional Technology, University of Detroit-Mercy, 
swartsa@udmercy.edu

Method: Asynchronous

Instructions

You will be provided a list of ten questions to answer. Use your search skills on the
Internet to find the correct answers. E-mail both your answers and the associated
URL to your instructor. Bonus points will be awarded to the top three students,
based on correctness and speed of completion.

Activity Author’s Note

After teaching some knowledge management and search skills such as Boolean logic,
assign your students a ten-question scavenger hunt, asking them to give you the site
where they found the answer.

Doing a browser search on the term “scavenger hunt” will produce some useful
sites for creating your ten-question list or obtaining a ready-made tool.
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Syllabus Quiz

Task: Introductory exercise for the beginning of a course
Objective: To provide an opportunity for students to demonstrate their 

understanding of the course’s orientation documents
Author: Martha Kendall, Instructional Technologies, Monroe Community 

College, Rochester, NY, mkendall@monroecc.edu
Method: Asynchronous

Instructions

You are expected to be familiar with the course syllabus, assignment due dates, and
course orientation materials. The instructor will e-mail you a multiple-choice quiz.
You will have one week to post your responses to the instructor as an attachment in
.RTF file format. You will earn extra points if you post your response at least seventy-
two hours before the due date.

Activity Author’s Note

Assign students to read the orientation documents, which include the course syllabus
and assignment due dates. Using a multiple-choice quiz, test them on the syllabus
and critical due dates or technical elements of the course (for example, all written 
assignments must be received as attachments). All responses must be in .RTF file 
format. If students are slow to submit written assignments, add a new document to
the course. In the document, announce that anyone who submits a written assign-
ment at least seventy-two hours before the due date will get additional points.
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Online Icebreakers

The purpose of an icebreaker activity is to establish the presence of

individuals and open the lines of communication for the learn-

ing community in a nonthreatening manner. Knowles (1980) stated

that setting up an appropriate learning climate is key to establishing

a successful learning experience. He described this climate as one

“which causes adults to feel accepted, respected, and supported” with-

in “an atmosphere which is friendly and informal” (p. 47). An ice-

breaker sets the tone for such a learning environment.

Meyer (2002) summarized several research studies, all of which point to the

positive impact on learning and satisfaction of “social presence” or “the degree to

which a person is perceived as real in an online conversation” (p. 59). In a class-

room-based learning environment, instructors might leave the social aspect of

learning to the learners. Learners usually greet each other informally as they enter

the classroom and strike up conversations as they wait for class to begin, or they

meet after class. In an online environment, informal communications are more

difficult to initiate because learners are missing the visual cues that indicate

whether an individual is approachable. Social introductions therefore become the

instructor’s responsibility. If the instructor knows other experienced online learn-

ers in the environment, he or she may assign them a special role to play in the ice-

breaker, or even ask them to lead it. For example, an experienced online learner

could serve as a greeter for students by sending a “good to meet you” response to

46
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others in the online class or could model responses for others in the learning en-

vironment.

CHARACTERISTICS OF AN EFFECTIVE ICEBREAKER

An icebreaker should not require anything more than the ability to express knowl-

edge of self. It relates more to the personal life than the academic life of the learner.

You might think of an icebreaker as representing the first few minutes you spend

with a new acquaintance in a social setting. An icebreaker should humanize the 

technology-mediated learning experience so that trust can begin to be built among

learners. This trust is vital in order for community interactions to occur in the 

future.

Secondary to the humanization process is the fact that an introductory, non-

threatening interaction also breaks the ice of using technology to communicate

for learners who are new to the online learning environment.

An icebreaker should be carefully planned, not left to chance. It sets the tone

for future communications between learners; therefore, it should be fun, creative,

and expressive. Table 5.1 lists elements to consider when evaluating the design of

your icebreaker.

Online Icebreakers 47

Table 5.1. Checklist for an Effective Icebreaker

Yes No Comments

1. Is the activity fun and nonthreatening?
2. Is it person-focused, 

not content-focused?
3. Does it require learners to read one 

another’s entries?
4. Does it require the learner to find 

something in common with at least 
10 percent of the learning community?

5. Does it require a person to be 
imaginative or express genuine 
emotions or openness?

6. Are learners required to respond 
to one another?
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Table 5.2. Icebreakers to Try

Activity Asynchronous Synchronous

Bingo ✓

Classmate Quiz ✓

Lineup ✓ ✓

Lost in Space ✓

Name That Movie ✓

One Word ✓ ✓

Portrait ✓

Room with a View ✓

Snowball ✓ ✓

Things ✓

Truths and Lies ✓ ✓

What Kind of Animal? ✓

Why Are We Together? ✓ ✓
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Bingo

Task: Introductory exercise for the second week (or second session) 
of a course

Objective: To introduce students and expedite creation of a community 
in a fun way

Author: Jerry Linnins, Manager, Learning Operations, Bechtel Corporation, 
San Francisco, grlinnin@bechtel.com

Method: Asynchronous

Instructions

You will be e-mailed an instructor-created bingo card with each class member’s name
in one square. We will play bingo based on last week’s introductions, your previously
submitted bio, and course content. Mark each square as you determine the correct
name. You will have twenty-four hours to post your responses to a threaded discus-
sion list. The instructor will post the correct responses at the end of the twenty-four-
hour period. Winners, based on time submitted and number of correct responses,
will be announced.

Activity Author’s Note

It is amazing how much energy such a simple exercise creates. People talk about
their discoveries for many hours, over many sessions. It really helps a group to bond.

The bingo game is fun and interactive and keeps the focus on learning—about
the course material and about others in the class.

There are several inexpensive software programs that can be used to make bingo
cards (for example, Zingo from Games by Thiagi), or you can just create a simple
table in Microsoft Word. Both approaches work well.
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Classmate Quiz

Task: Introductory exercise for the beginning of a course
Objective: To help students learn more about fellow classmates and their 

interests
Author: Stuart E. Schwartz, Department of Special Education, University 

of Florida, ses@coe.ufl.edu
Method: Asynchronous

Instructions

During the first week of class, you will be asked to post personal introductions to 
a threaded discussion area. You will be expected to read through each participant’s
posting before the next class session. A quiz will be held during the second week of
class to see what you have learned about your fellow classmates. You will have three
days to respond by e-mail to the instructor. Bonus points will be awarded for each
correct response.

Activity Author’s Note

I have all students post personal introductions during the first week of class, and I
encourage everyone to read through them. To reinforce this activity, I hold a contest
during the second week of class and ask questions such as “Who lives in Boston
and works in a community center?” or “Who teaches special education classes in
Tampa?” I ask questions that can be answered only by reading through all of the
personal introductions. I give everyone three days to respond, then give bonus points
to all who respond correctly. (Usually all answers are correct, of course.)
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Lineup

Task: Introductory exercise for the beginning of a course
Objective: To allow students to get acquainted with their classmates’ shared 

interests, backgrounds, and abilities in a nonthreatening 
atmosphere

Author: J. Ana Donaldson, Ed.D., University of Northern Iowa, 
ana.donaldson@uni.edu

Method: Asynchronous or synchronous

Instructions

You will be asked to score yourself from 1 to 10 on the following items. A score of 
1 indicates minimal knowledge or interest, and the top score of 10 signifies that you
are very interested or ready to teach the subject. Enter your scores for each item on
the discussion board or in the chat room as the question is presented.

1. I consider myself a sports expert.
2. Cooking is one of my hobbies.
3. I love to read.
4. I am interested in the subject matter of this course.
5. I feel comfortable with computers.

Once all scores have been entered, look for the individual with the score closest to
yours. Introduce yourself to this individual, and see what other areas you may have
in common. It is now your task to introduce this person to the group through a post-
ing on the discussion board entitled “Introductions” by the end of the first week of
the course. If no one introduces himself or herself to you by the middle of the first
week, contact the instructor for assistance.
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Lost in Space

Task: Introductory exercise for the beginning of a course
Objective: To allow students to get acquainted with their classmates’ shared 

interests, backgrounds, and abilities in a nonthreatening 
atmosphere

Author: Rita-Marie Conrad, Ph.D., Florida State University, 
rconrad@attglobal.net

Method: Synchronous

Instructions

Sometimes we learn more about people through their priorities than their standard in-
troductions. Imagine you have been living on a space station for a period of one year.
Suddenly the computers malfunction, and you have fifteen minutes to evacuate to a
space shuttle before all life support systems fail. You will be allowed five items to take
with you. As quickly as you can, type your name followed by the five items in the
chat room. This is not the time for reflective thought. Just type as quickly as you can.
Once all participants have entered their list, read through what has been entered. The
facilitator will call each of you by name to explain why you chose your items.

Activity Author’s Note

If the class is large, divide it randomly into teams and have each team conduct this
exercise in its group chat room. Be sure to assign one person to facilitate the team
and report the voting results when the large class reconvenes after this exercise.

Responses usually fall into the categories of personal, technology, and survival
items.
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Name That Movie

Task: Introductory exercise for the beginning of a course
Objective: To describe a learner’s life in an innovative way
Author: Doug Palm, Assistant Director of Resource Development, United 

Way of Dane County, dougp@uwdc.org; Bruce Jawer, Program 
Manager, IBM, jawer@us.ibm.com; Wendy MacColl, Director 
of Instructional Design, University of Arkansas Walton College 
of Business, wmaccoll@walton.uark.edu; Dan Reigel, Information 
Systems Consultant, Marshfield Clinic, reigel.dan@marshfieldclinic.
org; Melissa Kubly, Sr. Training Specialist, WPS Health Insurance, 
wps.mkubly@wpsic.com

Method: Asynchronous

Instructions:

DAY 1
Post a 2–3 sentence response to the following:
If you were to write the score to the movie of your life, which two songs would you
pick and why? Please pick one song that represents your life as a whole and another
that gives a more recent picture.

DAY 2
Based on the answers to #1, suggest a movie title for each person followed by a
one-sentence explanation of why you chose that title. Please include all titles in one
posting.

DAY 3
Consider all the suggested titles for your movie. Select the one title that would best
fit your movie followed by a 1–2 sentence explanation.
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One Word

Task: Introductory exercise for the beginning of a course
Objective: To introduce a student’s interests and self-perception to classmates 

in an innovative way
Authors: Rita-Marie Conrad, Ph.D., Florida State University, 

rconrad@attglobal.net and J. Ana Donaldson, Ed.D., University 
of Northern Iowa, ana.donaldson@uni.edu

Method: Asynchronous or synchronous

Instructions

Asynchronously:
Think of one word that best describes you or your life. Enter your word and your
name in the subject line of a discussion board entry, then explain why you chose that
word in the body of the posting. Review the entries of others and find someone else
whose word resonates with you. Reply to their message and try to find at least two
additional nouns that the two of you have in common by the end of the week.

Synchronously:
Think of one word that describes you or your life. Post your word in the chat room
as the facilitator “calls” your name. Once all names have been called, review the
words and send a private message introducing yourself to an individual whose noun
resonates with you. Try to come up with two more words that you have in common
with that person.
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Portrait

Task: Introductory exercise for the beginning of a course
Objective: To introduce students’ interests and self-perceptions to classmates 

in a fun and entertaining way
Author: J. Ana Donaldson, Ed.D., University of Northern Iowa, 

ana.donaldson@uni.edu
Method: Asynchronous

Instructions

You are to create a self-portrait to share with your instructor and classmates. Artistic
ability is not essential. Crayons and paper or a graphics program may be used. If you
get desperate, you might use a picture in a magazine that best portrays who you are
at this point in your life. A basic photograph of you will not be accepted. Once your
picture is completed, transmit a digital image of your artistic endeavor as an attach-
ment. Explain why you included the elements that you did and what influenced your
decisions in creating your portrait.
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Room with a View

Task: Introductory exercise for the beginning of a course
Objective: To find commonalities with others in the learning community
Authors: Joan Vandervelde, University of Northern Iowa, Director, Online 

Professional Development, vanderveldej@uni.edu; Chris Vadnais, 
Air Force Broadcasting Service, vadnais@host6.net; Simone Sandler, 
Senior Lecturer, Bar Ilan University, ssandler@mail.biu.ac.il; Charles 
Christison, University of Wisconsin-Platteville, Instructional Desiger, 
chrischa@uwplatt.edu; Mike Levenhagen, Oshkosh Truck 
Corporation, Continuous Improvement Trainer, mlevenhagen@
oshtruck.com; Dennis O’Connor, Instructor, University of Northern 
Iowa, dennis.oconnor@uni.edu

Method: Asynchronous

Instructions

Describe (in vivid detail) the view from your favorite window. Weave some autobio-
graphical information into your “view.” For example, “I’m looking out over our pool
where my son learned to swim this weekend. It also overlooks a lake. When we lived
in Arizona we dreamed about living by water and now that we are here in Florida
that has become a reality.” Read what others have written and respond to two
peers’ postings indicating why you would like to trade places for a day.
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Snowball

Task: Introductory exercise for the beginning of a course
Objective: To find commonalities with others in the learning community
Author: Rita-Marie Conrad, Ph.D., Florida State University, 

rconrad@attglobal.net
Method: Asynchronous or synchronous

Instructions

Have one person enter a basic introduction of himself or herself, including his or her
interests. A second person must then enter an introduction of himself or herself and
find one thing in common with the first person. A third person then enters his or her
introduction and finds one thing in common with the first person and the second
person. Each of the rest of the class members then enters an introduction and must
find something in common with at least three other people in the class. The first per-
son, in turn, must respond to at least three people with whom he or she has some-
thing in common. The second person must respond to at least two additional people.
The third person must respond to at least one additional person.

Things

Task: Introductory exercise for the beginning of a course
Objective: To introduce students’ interests and background to classmates 

in an innovative way
Author: J. Ana Donaldson, Ed.D., University of Northern Iowa, 

ana.donaldson@uni.edu
Method: Asynchronous

Instructions

Find an object or a digital image that represents who your are or why you are taking
this course or even what your research interests might be. Post a description of the
object on the discussion board and explain why you chose that particular object. At-
tach a digital image of your object: a scanned image, digital picture, or Web-linked
image, for example. Include a brief description of your expectations for the class in
the explanation of your object.
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Truths and Lies

Task: Introductory exercise for the beginning of a course
Objective: To introduce a student’s interests and background to classmates 

in a fun and challenging way
Author: Darek Jarmola, Ph.D., Oklahoma Wesleyan University, 

djarmola@okwu.edu
Method: Asynchronous or synchronous

Instructions

Enter two truthful statements and one falsehood about yourself onto the discussion
board (or into the chat room). Each member of the group should then try to distin-
guish the truths from the lie. What makes this activity fun is to be as outrageous as
possible while sharing a bit of who you really are with your fellow participants. Once
all responses have been received, post your truths and explain why you chose them
to share.

What Kind of Animal?

Task: Introductory exercise for the beginning of a course
Objective: To provide an informal way for participants to learn about each 

other and begin working together
Author: Dave Searcey, Instructional Designer, Air Education and Training 

Command, USAF, dave.searcey@randolph.af.mil
Method: Asynchronous

Instructions

1. Choose an animal that best represents you. Put your name and the name of the
animal in the subject line of the discussion post and list four characteristics of the
animal you have chosen.

2. Find someone else who chose an animal that shares two of the characteristics of
your animal. Contact them and together create a new animal that has your two
shared characteristics and two new characteristics. Name the animal.

3. Post the name of your new animal, as well as both of your names in the subject
line of the discussion entry and then list the four characteristics of this animal.

4. Provide feedback to several of your peers on the animals they have created.
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Why Are We Together?

Task: Introductory exercise for the beginning of a course
Objective: To provide an informal way for participants to learn about one 

another’s interests and reasons for enrolling in the course
Author: Rita-Marie Conrad, Ph.D., Florida State University, 

rconrad@attglobal.net
Method: Asynchronous or synchronous

Instructions

Prior to this activity, you completed an initial profile form for the instructor. Based on
your initial profile, you will be assigned to a discussion group of four to five people.
Using the discussion board, group area, or assigned chat room, your group must 
discover why its members were put together. Also, are there any other things that
group members have in common that were not included in the profile survey? 
You will be asked to share your common reason with the other groups.
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Peer Partnership 
and Team Activities

Once learners have gotten to know one another on a social level

through Phase 1 introductory activities, academic peer inter-

actions can begin. The overall purpose of pairing learners for an ac-

tivity is to help them develop and exchange academic ideas with an

unseen peer.

Peer exchanges also require that learners critique one another tactfully and help-

fully. Working with only one online peer initially helps a learner develop critiquing

skill before working in a group. This skill needs to be practiced more in an online

environment than in a classroom-based environment because visual and aural cues

are missing, so text-based criticisms, even when they are constructive, can be con-

strued as overly harsh.

Peer partnership activities also provide an additional opportunity for learners

new to the online environment to become more comfortable with the technology

before they have to use it for larger group communication.

Dyads (two students working together) can be formed either by the instructor

or by the learners themselves, based on the introductory activity. A peer partner-

ship activity should be simple. It could be an individual assignment that is then

shared with a peer, or it could require discussion with a peer and a collaborative

response that is posted to the entire learning community.

60
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Depending on the assignment, critiquing guidelines can range from very simple

to extremely complex and detailed. An example of a simple critiquing guideline is

as follows: “List three things you liked about your peer’s assignment and three

things that need improvement.” More complex guidelines might be something like

the following: “Consider each of the statements made by your peer and provide

feedback concerning the number of issues raised and the quality of the argument.”

Critiquing guidelines should be set by the instructor and should be based on the

expected instructional outcomes of the activity.

Table 6.1 provides some guidelines for creating peer activities.

MOVING DYADS TO TEAMS

After a peer partnership activity has been completed, the dyads can be combined

into larger teams for cooperative activities. Using dyads first allows an instructor

to see how well peers work together and, in some cases, how learners view collab-

oration. If peer partners have not worked well together, the instructor may choose

to assign the peers to separate groups. This has the potential to minimize prob-

lems that could affect the work of an entire team.

Some aspects to consider when forming teams include the following: the time

zone in which learners reside, day and time availability for synchronous teamwork

(if applicable), content expertise, technology expertise, and personal commonalities

Peer Partnership and Team Activities 61

Table 6.1. Checklist for an Effective Peer Partnership Activity

Yes No Comments

1. Is the activity academically oriented?
2. Is it content-focused?
3. Does it require learners to read one 

another’s entries?
4. Does it require that peers express what 

they agreed with or liked about each 
other’s work?

5. Does it require that peers express what 
they would improve in each other’s work?
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(such as hobbies and family) (Harasim, Hiltz, Teles, & Turoff, 1996; Palloff &

Pratt, 1999).

It is vital that a team activity require an interweaving of thoughts and not sim-

ply be a result of individual thoughts and actions. Team projects should require all

members to be active in the development and decision-making process and to be

individually accountable for their contributions. This can be accomplished through

the team member evaluations discussed in Chapter Three. See Table 6.2 for more

suggestions on creating team activities.
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Table 6.2. Checklist for an Effective Team Activity

Yes No Comments

1. Does the activity consist of more 
than just questions and answers?

2. Is it content-focused?
3. Does it require learners to respond 

to each other and build on one 
another’s thoughts?

4. Does it require team members 
to demonstrate critical thinking?

5. Is the team required to produce 
a synthesized response or end product?

6. Are team members held individually 
accountable for their contributions 
to the discussion or project?
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Table 6.3. Peer Partnership and Team Activities to Try

Activity Asynchronous Synchronous

Contest of the Week ✓ ✓

Dyad Debate ✓

Group Contract ✓ ✓

How’s My Driving? ✓ ✓

Medieval Shield ✓ ✓

Progressive Project ✓

Structured Chat ✓

Structured Discussion ✓
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Contest of the Week

Task: Peer activity that contributes additional information on the week’s 
topic

Objective: To work with a partner to acquire new information on the class’s 
current topic

Author: Stuart E. Schwartz, Department of Special Education, University 
of Florida, ses@coe.ufl.edu

Method: Asynchronous or synchronous

Instructions

Contest #1: With your peer partner, find a Web site for a national organization that
relates to our topic. Post the URL and a very brief description of the organization.

Contest #2: With your peer partner, determine the name of a well-known person,
such as a politician or movie star, who has some relationship to the week’s topic. 
Explain how the person relates to the topic.

Activity Author’s Note

I use this activity to encourage participation and to get new ideas flowing. I have a
contest each week. Each contest is different and has a clearly established deadline. In
each case, I don’t allow duplicates, so the students have to read all of the other sub-
missions. Contest winners get bonus points.
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Dyad Debate

Task: To discuss a controversial issue with a peer online
Objective: To introduce students to the idea of exchanging oppositional 

thoughts online
Authors: Mona P. Ternus, RN, C, Ph.D., Old Dominion University, 

and Debbie R. Faulk, RN, Ph.D., Auburn University Montgomery 
School of Nursing, mternus@mickey.aum.edu and 
dfaulk@mickey.aum.edu

Method: Asynchronous

Instructions

Using the threaded discussion area, debate two of the following issues with your 
assigned discussion partner: (1) Should illegal aliens be included in health care policy
regulations and benefits? (2) Should Medicaid pay for elective abortions? (3) Should
the federal government decide whether physician-assisted suicide is legal? (4) Should
fetal tissue be used for research? (5) Is health care a right that should be accessible
and available to everyone regardless of their ability to pay?

Each of you should post a summary of one of your debates under the discussion
area for issue 1, issue 2, issue 3, and so on. Read the summaries others have written
and comment on at least two of the other teams’ debates.
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Group Contract

Task: Team building exercise
Objective: To determine the code of conduct for a team
Author: Mary Dereshiwsky, Northern Arizona University, 

statcatmd@earthlink.net
Method: Asynchronous or synchronous

Instructions

Now that you’ve been assigned to a group, it’s time to determine how your group
will operate. Our syllabus contains a discussion of some things you might want to
negotiate with your teammates. A good group code of conduct and contract will 
include, but are not necessarily limited to, the following items:

1. How will you communicate? Will you post notes and updates for one another in
your group discussion areas? Will you communicate via a mass e-mail list, where
anything that one group member sends is received by all? Will you meet in per-
son? Any or all of the preceding?

2. How often will you be expected to check for updates from your group members?
3. Will there be a permanent group leader, or will this task be rotated in some

way?
4. Who will be assigned to post the group’s assignment solution in your discussion

area per the due date policy in our syllabus? Will one person be the poster or
recorder, or will group members take turns posting assignment solutions?

5. What will be your group’s policy, if any, on absences and covering for one 
another if need be?

6. Important: What policy will you have in place to resolve any intragroup conflict
that may arise (for example, if a group member neglects to carry out his or her
delegated duties to post the assignment on time, or if a group member is not re-
ceiving or responding to group updates as often as expected in item 2 above)?
You may use me (the instructor) as a higher court of appeals—I will always be
happy to moderate and intervene if need be—but you will first be expected to
document for me that you implemented your initial conflict resolution plans per
your contract and to update me on the outcomes of your own attempts to re-
solve the conflict.

You will want to begin communicating with your group members as soon as possible
to work out the final draft of the group code of conduct or contract, so that the des-
ignated group member can post it in your group’s work area by the due date.

08Conrad/Ch. 6  11/29/03  11:12 AM  Page 66



Peer Partnership and Team Activities 67

How’s My Driving?

Task: Formative course evaluation
Objective: To provide team feedback to an instructor
Author: Marjorie Henderson, University of Illinois, mjwh@uiuc.edu 

or m.henderson@insightbb.com
Method: Asynchronous or synchronous

Instructions

As your instructor, it is important to me that you learn the material in this course, but
it is of equal importance that I present the material and guide your learning process
in the most meaningful way possible, creating a learning environment that will help
you to achieve the desired outcomes. If you promise to be professional and candid
about my teaching, I promise to use your feedback to strengthen my teaching and
possibly change the course significantly based on your suggestions. In a student-
centered teaching and learning environment, the instructor often learns from the 
students. At the beginning of this course, I asked you to evaluate the design and
structure of the course Web site. Now I would like to know how you feel about 
how I am facilitating the course and about how you are learning.

Task:
In groups of four or five, your task is to collaborate and create a summary that pro-
vides specific feedback on what you like or do not like about this course, including
what you feel needs improvement and your ideas on how to carry out the improve-
ment. Although some of you obviously talk to each other and express your attitudes
about the course from time to time, this method of evaluation has the unique advan-
tage of letting each of you know what your peers think about the course’s strengths
and weaknesses.

Process:
You are to spend the next week discussing and formulating your thoughts. Appoint
someone from your group to post a 300-to-400-word summary to the appropriate
discussion forum. During the following week, I would like each of you to respond to
at least two other groups’ summaries.

Resources:
The resources for this project include you, your class colleagues, other courses you
have taken or are aware of (for comparison or as examples), this course, and me!
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Evaluation:
Each team member will get ten activity points for completing this project; any other
method of grading might influence you to compliment my teaching rather than pro-
vide a substantive evaluation tool that can actually help my teaching. Once I have
had a chance to look over your summaries and discussion postings, I will formulate 
a response to provide you with my reaction to your suggestions and my plans for im-
plementing those suggestions to improve the course. Since this is a professional com-
munication course, my response may include general comments and suggestions
(not addressing any particular team) regarding appropriate tone and professionalism
in a project of this type, which, you may recall from Unit 1, is especially important
when our correspondence may include some negative elements. I respect your opin-
ions as professional students, and I look forward to your feedback.
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Medieval Shield

Task: Team building exercise
Objective: To help team members determine the expertise they bring 

to a team
Author: Mary Herring, Ph.D., University of Northern Iowa, 

mary.herring@uni.edu
Method: Asynchronous and synchronous

Instructions

Find various graphics that represent the skills you bring to a team. Share and discuss
them with your team either in your group’s chat room or discussion thread.

As a team, build a graphic representation of a medieval shield with all the symbols
of expertise on your team. Post it in the discussion group or add it to your team’s
profile page.
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Progressive Project

Task: Peer partner critique
Objective: To enable students to critique peers
Author: Gretchen Bartelson, Northwest Iowa Community College, 

GBart@nwicc.edu
Method: Asynchronous

Instructions

Choose a topic for debate from the list provided. Write three pro arguments and the
supporting points for those arguments. E-mail your work to your peer partner, who
should write three con arguments and the supporting points for those arguments.
Submit the work to the instructor, who will send it to another peer pair to evaluate.
E-mail the project and the evaluation from the other team to the instructor, who will
evaluate the entire project.

Activity Author’s Note

I like this exercise for several reasons. First, it works well in an asynchronous environ-
ment. Second, people can be evaluated for the work that they do, and I don’t have
to try to sift out who did or didn’t do the work. Finally, the evaluation component is
very important because it is a good exercise in critical thinking. Students are usually
much harder on themselves than I am.
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Structured Chat

Task: Chat-room discussion of a paper from current literature 
on the class topic

Objective: To discuss salient points from the literature
Author: Evelyn Farrior, Ph.D., Eastern Carolina University, 

farriore@mail.ecu.edu
Method: Synchronous

Instructions

Read the assigned paper before chat time. Respond when a question is addressed to
you. (“I don’t know” is permitted.) Other students may add to the response after
the person addressed has answered. Questions directed to the instructor are allowed.

Activity Author’s Note

Students are scheduled to chat in groups of ten or less in one-hour time slots. Chat 
is required, and each student receives a participation grade. Every student is given a
chance to give their input, even the slow typists. I, as the instructor, prepare by typ-
ing my questions and the expected answers into a document that is open on my
computer. I copy the questions and expected answers, if needed, from the word-
processed document and paste them into the chat room. This copying and pasting
allows me to quickly move through chat sessions on the same topic. The questions
are the same for each chat group.

I have been amazed at the feel I get for the level of understanding in the class.
After initial nervousness about trying to answer questions by typing, the students say
the chats are informative and fun. This method seems to work well with both gradu-
ates and undergraduates.
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Structured Discussion

Task: Participation in three of nine discussion groups
Objective: To make substantive comments on a chosen topic
Authors: Mona P. Ternus, RN, C, Ph.D., Old Dominion University, 

and Debbie R. Faulk, RN, Ph.D., Auburn University Montgomery 
School of Nursing, mternus@mickey.aum.edu and 
dfaulk@mickey.aum.edu

Method: Asynchronous

Instructions

You are required to participate in three of nine discussion groups. Consider the read-
ings, and offer a substantive comment that supports at least one point presented and
a comment that refutes at least one point presented. Support your comments with
solid reasoning. This means that you need to include a rationale for the idea you are
supporting, as well as a rationale for your stance against the point that you are refut-
ing. In addition, you need to comment on at least one other student’s point of view.

If you are the first student to post in the discussion area, enter your viewpoint on
the question, then return later to comment on another student’s viewpoint (agree or
disagree), including a rationale for your comment.

You can post one long comment, or you can post your points separately in three
postings (support an idea, refute an idea, and comment on a student’s point of
view). You must post your comments within the week assigned to the discussion 
of that topic.

Grading Criteria for Discussion Postings

• Substantive comment, with rationale, that supports at least one point presented
in the readings: 40 points

• Substantive comment, with rationale, that refutes at least one point presented 
in the readings: 40 points

• Substantive comment, with rationale, that supports or refutes a student’s 
point of view: 20 points
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Reflective Activities

One of the major components of an engaged learning education-

al approach is reflection. Reflection is “where we can find the

connections between our operational assumptions and our behav-

iors, decisions, and plans; where we can construct our identities and

integrate different frameworks of practice” (Mentkowski & Associates,

2000, p. 265). It is “the central dynamic in intentional learning, prob-

lem solving, and validity testing through rational discourse” (Mezi-

row, 1991, p. 99).

Reflection can provide insight for instructors on their teaching and for students

on their learning. Reflective feedback allows instructors to evaluate the effective-

ness of the students’ experiences in the course. This information can be used to

continually modify the course to better meet not only the stated learning objec-

tives but also the needs of learners. In addition, reflection allows students to gain

insight into their individual activity outcomes and apply that knowledge to their

learning experience.

Reflective activities can be conducted individually or in a group. Asking stu-

dents to maintain a document, such as a reflective journal, in which their thoughts

are recorded throughout a course, is an effective way to track individual experi-

ences. Instructors may wish to read the journals on a weekly basis, but they should

wait until at least the third week (in a twelve-to-sixteen-week course) to ask for

C H A P T E R
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journal submissions. Prior to the third week, most journal entries are filled with

the frustrations of dealing with unfamiliar technology and expectations. Waiting

until the last week of class to ask for a journal submission may result in a docu-

ment that is patched together the night before the due date. Monthly submissions

work best in most situations.

A final reflective activity conducted in a group not only provides closure but al-

lows participants to share their perceptions and thoughts on the collective expe-

rience. The instructor may take a humorous approach with the “Bumper Sticker”

activity from this section or choose a more serious tone with the “Summary

Words” activity.

CHARACTERISTICS OF AN EFFECTIVE REFLECTIVE ACTIVITY

An effective reflective activity requires students to share a synthesis of the learn-

ing experience. Participants should be encouraged to share genuine emotions in a

nonthreatening environment. A sense of fun and encouragement of imagination

are components of many effective reflective activities. Other reflective activities

may require students to describe how a situation had personal value for them. It

is also beneficial if learners can provide feedback that will be useful to the in-

structor in future course development and instructional opportunities.

Making meaning out of a learning situation requires adequate time to con-

template the experience and synthesize it within the context of other newly ac-

quired knowledge. The instructor must encourage this contemplation to take place

as part of the course, and the learners must find time in their own busy lives to

conduct this reflection. Activities that are done quickly are reactive, not reflective.

In most cases, asynchronous activities accommodate deeper reflection than syn-

chronous activities do. However, synchronous sessions can be used to share re-

flections that have been prepared beforehand.

Use the checklist in Table 7.1 when developing your own reflective activities.
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Table 7.1. Checklist for an Effective Reflective Activity

Yes No Comments

1. Does the activity ask for a synthesis 
of the learning experience? 

2. Does it require the learner to share 
his or her experiences? 

3. Does it require the learner to provide 
helpful feedback that will be useful 
to the instructor in future course 
development? 

4. Does it allow for honest and open 
responses? 

5. Does it require a person to be 
imaginative or to express genuine 
emotions or openness? 

6. Is the activity insightful and 
nonthreatening? 

7. Will the activity be completed over 
several days or weeks in the course? 

Table 7.2. Reflective Activities to Try

Activity Asynchronous Synchronous

Aha! ✓

Bumper Sticker ✓

Critical Insight ✓

I Didn’t Know That ✓

IRAs ✓

More Words to Lead By ✓

Picture ✓

Summary Words ✓ ✓
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Aha!

Task: Reflective exercise to be done on an ongoing basis during a course 
or unit

Objective: To provide an innovative way for students to share their thoughts 
and experiences

Author: Rita-Marie Conrad, Ph.D., Florida State University, 
rconrad@attglobal.net

Method: Asynchronous

Instructions

During your time in this course you may experience what is termed an “Aha” 
moment—a moment when something you have been reading or contemplating
makes sense with an unexpected clarity. You are asked to keep a journal of these
moments while a member of the class. Periodically during the course, you will be
asked to share your “Aha’s” with the other class participants. A compilation of all
such moments will be due at the end of the course.

Activity Author’s Note

Making meaning of course content is sometimes a series of mini-epiphanies. Asking
students to document these moments and share them with the class can encourage
discussion and enrich the learning community that has been established.
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Bumper Sticker

Task: Reflective exercise for the end of a course or unit
Objective: To provide an innovative way for students to share their thoughts 

and experiences in the course
Author: Sharon Smaldino, Northern Illinois University, 

Sharon.smaldino@niu.edu
Method: Asynchronous

Instructions

You are asked to reflect on your experience as a member of this class. If you had to
sum up your thoughts on the experience or the knowledge you have gained, how
would they be stated on a bumper sticker? You will have one week to e-mail your
response to the instructor. Extra points will be awarded if you actually create a
graphic representation of the bumper sticker and e-mail it as an attachment.

Activity Author’s Note

This activity was adapted from 101 Ways to Make Training Active by Mel Silberman
and Karen Lawson (1995).

Everyone that has used this activity has enjoyed the task. It has provided many 
insights and a lot of fun.
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Critical Insight

Task: Reflective exercise for the middle of a course or unit
Objective: To get students to read actively in the textbook and provide an 

opportunity for them to explore an area of interest in more depth
Author: Susan Davis Allen, MS, RD, Facilitator, Center for Learning 

Innovation, Southwest Wisconsin Technical College, 
sallen@southwest.tec.wi.us

Method: Asynchronous

Instructions

1. Choose one chapter of the textbook that interests you.
2. Choose one article from a newspaper, journal, or other periodical that represents

the concepts of that chapter (or a portion of the chapter).
3. Choose three Web sites (give the URLs) that provide useful information about

the concepts of that chapter (or a portion of the chapter).
4. Write three to five paragraphs that describe why you chose that chapter and 

the article and the Web sites to represent that chapter.
5. Write one question that came to your mind as you were completing this 

assignment.
6. Post your assignment summary and your question to the discussion board.
7. The written material must meet the criteria specified for grammar and spelling

and critical thinking.

Activity Author’s Note

I have been teaching online for almost three years. During that time, I have im-
proved my guidance of discussions, but I wanted an activity that also got the learners
involved with the course textbook. I designed this activity, and it worked well both to
get learners involved with their textbook and to provide a discussion platform. This
activity is used in the course Professional Development for Dietary Managers, and
the textbook is Proof of Performance by Rich Nelles.

Engaging the Online Learner78

09Conrad/Ch. 7  11/29/03  11:12 AM  Page 78



I Didn’t Know That

Task: Reflective exercise at middle of course or a specific unit
Objective: To give students an opportunity to think about what they are 

learning and contribute to the class discussion
Author: Stuart E. Schwartz, Department of Special Education, 

University of Florida, ses@coe.ufl.edu
Method: Asynchronous

Instructions

Using the “I Didn’t Know That” discussion thread, post something new that you’ve
learned this week, either from another student, from the text, or from class discus-
sions. Indicate how you will use the new information or skill.

Activity Author’s Note

This posting counts toward their minimum number of discussion contributions, and it
allows them to indicate what they’ve learned and how they will use the new infor-
mation or skill.
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IRAs (Insights, Resource Sharing, and Applications)

Task: Reflective exercise for the beginning of a course module
Objective: To encourage students to learn actively and to share their insights 

and knowledge
Author: Dave Johnson, DNS, RN, CS, Professor of Nursing, University 

of Saint Francis—Fort Wayne, IN, DJohnson@sf.edu
Method: Asynchronous

Instructions

Before starting the case scenario discussion for each module, you will post an IRA
(Insights, Resource, and Application) in the discussion board, as follows:

3 INSIGHTS (I). Create bullet points from the readings (approximately one sentence
each). This is your insight; grab hold of it and share it. Insights are like the tail end of
dreams; they fade. Grab them during your readings and be prepared to summarize
them briefly on the discussion board.

1 RESOURCE (R). In addition to the assigned reading, share one other resource that
amplifies themes from the assigned reading. Note a book, article, news item, Web
site, or contemporary film with similar themes, ideas, or thoughts. These can be 
resources that you have used in the past or that you have found this semester. 
Cite your resource using APA format, and give no more than one or two sentences
about how this resource is relevant to the assigned readings or discussion.

1 APPLICATION (A). Provide an example from current clinical or past experience
(approximately one paragraph). This captures your thoughts about how the reading
is related to something that is currently happening or something from your clinical
past. Does the reading validate your insights about a particular event or situation or
help to clarify what a different approach may have looked like?

Activity Author’s Note

I teach an online nursing leadership and management course for registered nurses
going back to school for their B.S.N. This semester I developed the “IRA approach”
to help engage students by having them make learning “investments” before they
enter the discussion board. My course is developed around seven modules, and stu-
dents complete an IRA at the beginning of each module.

Students are to have assigned readings completed on the date of the scheduled
topic and are expected to take the role of self-directed learner. Additional outside
readings are encouraged. The ability to critically think, evaluate, and share percep-
tions is an expectation for all students.
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More Words to Lead By

Task: Reflective activity to be used throughout a course 
Objective: To provide an opportunity for students to take a break from the

rigors of the course
Author: Mary I. Dereshiwsky, Ph.D., Associate Professor, Educational 

Leadership and Research, Center for Excellence in Education, 
Northern Arizona University, statcatmd@earthlink.net

Method: Asynchronous

Instructions

You are encouraged to read the contents of the folder titled “More Words to Lead
By.” Items are posted twice weekly to this folder and contain positive stories, poems,
or quotes centered on a common theme. This material is provided for you to read,
reflect on, and enjoy.

Activity Author’s Note

I create a read-only folder in my asynchronous classroom area called “More Words
to Lead By.” This title ties in with my academic department, Educational Leadership
and Research. I also create a catchy title for the cluster that reflects its theme; for ex-
ample, I have a trio of time-management pieces that I call “It’s About Time.” I usu-
ally post this cluster toward the end of the semester when students might be feeling
a bit harried and hurried. I find that one-half to two-thirds of my graduate research
students read these “More Words to Lead By” posts. I also usually get fan mail from
students telling me how much they enjoy these pieces; it’s a nice visual break from
the tough stuff of research concepts that they are learning online with me. I also 
believe this helps humanize me to my students.
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Picture

Task: Reflective exercise for the end of course or a specific unit
Objective: To provide feedback from students to the instructor and other 

classmates on their class experience
Author: J. Ana Donaldson, Ed.D., University of Northern Iowa, 

ana.donaldson@uni.edu
Method: Asynchronous

Instructions

You are to complete this assignment as a member of a group. Your group is to find
or create a picture that is related to the course content. Send an e-mail message of
100 to 200 words to the instructor, stating why your perception of the content of
this picture has been altered because of what you have learned during the course.
Attach a digital image of the picture to your report.

Activity Author’s Note

You may want to preselect the images that your groups analyze. Pictures that tell 
a story, elicit strong emotions, or directly relate to the course content are 
recommended. Comparisons between groups of their reactions to a common 
image could be an additional step in this activity.
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Summary Words

Task: Reflective exercise at end of course or a specific unit
Objective: To provide feedback to the instructor and other classmates on the 

shared experience
Author: J. Ana Donaldson, Ed.D., University of Northern Iowa, 

ana.donaldson@uni.edu
Method: Synchronous entry, asynchronous reflection

Instructions

Take a few minutes to reflect on your reactions to our completed class (or identified
unit). What word or expression comes to mind? Enter each word or expression into
the subject line of a discussion thread. Send as many words as you can think of in
five minutes. This is not the time to analyze your input; just key and send.

Wait twenty-four hours, then review the responses of your classmates. Choose
one word or expression that speaks directly to you. Post a response to the discussion
that explains why this word has special meaning in defining the class experience 
for you.

Activity Author’s Note

This activity has been modified from one created for the American Red Cross
HIV/AIDS training materials.

Reflective Activities 83

09Conrad/Ch. 7  11/29/03  11:12 AM  Page 83



C H A P T E R

8

�

Authentic Activities

One of the important tenets of engaged learning is that learning

activities should have meaning beyond the learning environ-

ment. “The process of connecting the learning gained from everyday

life to the learning of the course not only creates a deeper sense of

meaning for the participants but it validates them as people who pos-

sess knowledge and who can apply what they know in other contexts”

(Palloff & Pratt, 1999, p. 116). This is especially important in an on-

line environment, where our learning objectives and the characteris-

tics of our students have been changing. We are discovering that many

of our online learners are what we once called nontraditional students.

They often bring a wealth of life experiences to the course that can be

used as a springboard for meaningful activities.

One role of instructors is to provide students with meaningful experiences that

will have relevance in their lives beyond the instructional situation. Asking a sur-

geon to practice an operation on a cadaver is far more beneficial than having him

or her practice the same techniques on a watermelon or a frog. In the same way,

an instructor can provide a situation that mimics reality but provides a safe envi-

ronment in which both success and failure are possible.

84
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CHARACTERISTICS OF AN EFFECTIVE AUTHENTIC ACTIVITY

The primary characteristic of an authentic activity is that it simulates an actual sit-

uation. Another important aspect is that it draws on the previous experiences of

the learners. Students’ problem-solving power increases enormously when they

are asked to work collaboratively in an area where they share interests and experi-

ences. In this situation, the task itself can become the motivating force.

It is helpful to remember that some of the best lessons are learned from failure

and subsequent reflection. When there is acceptance of learning from mistakes,

students will take meaningful and creative chances. Just as someone learning to

ride a bicycle may need to fall a few times prior to mastery, it is important to allow

a student to fail within any learning situation. Challenges should always be pres-

ent and success should be achieved through repeated experiences.

To be effective, the activity must have value outside the learning setting and

should build skills that can be used beyond the life of the course. The ultimate goal

is to build lifelong learners who can take advantage of opportunities to apply

knowledge and skills gained in their courses and identify new knowledge that they

need to develop in the future. Whenever possible, the authentic activity should also

have a means of being implemented and evaluated. For example, planning a com-

munity project has value beyond the course when suggestions can actually be 

implemented—such as by submitting a grant proposal. This is a demonstrable ex-

pression of success beyond the classroom.

Table 8.1 provides some guidelines for planning authentic activities.
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Table 8.1. Checklist for an Effective Authentic Activity

Yes No Comments

1. Is the activity authentic? 
2. Does it require learners to work 

collaboratively and use their 
experiences as a starting point? 

3. Are learners allowed to learn from 
their mistakes? 

4. Does the activity have value beyond 
the learning setting?

5. Does the activity build skills that can 
be used beyond the life of the course? 

6. Do learners have a way to implement 
their outcomes in a meaningful way? 

Table 5.2. Authentic Activities to Try

Activity Asynchronous Synchronous

Case Study ✓

Celebrity Chat ✓

Cross-Region Discussion ✓

Team Problem Solving ✓

Pyramid ✓

Social Responsibility ✓
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Case Study

Task: Authentic task for learning content by means of case studies
Objective: To help students incorporate evidence-based practice guidelines 

into real-life situations
Author: C. Lynne Ostrow, Ed.D., RN, Chair, Department of Health 

Restoration, West Virginia University School of Nursing, 
Morgantown, WV, lostrow@hsc.wvu.edu

Method: Asynchronous

Instructions

The class will be assigned seven case studies. Each student will work up one case
study within an assigned group of three students. The instructor will provide the case
studies, along with specific questions to be researched, at the beginning of the 
semester. The group responsible for a specific case study must post the case study
and complete answers to the research questions one week in advance of the sched-
uled online chat on that case study. The rest of the students in the class are encour-
aged to respond to the case study with their own thoughtful responses: what they
have seen clinically, new research, local practice guidelines, or questions that they still
have about the topic. Members of the presenting group will respond to their class-
mates throughout the week. The instructor will read the bulletin board every day 
and comment on the dialogue as appropriate. Students can earn bonus points for
their thoughtful responses.

Activity Author’s Note

This activity worked very well this year. I was impressed with the quality of the research
that case study groups did and how many varied and interesting additions were made
to the case studies throughout the weeklong discussions. Students rated this part of
the class the highest and felt that they now knew experts in their state in the seven
content areas that the case studies covered—asthma, hypertension, and so on.

I have learned that it is important to tie up the weekly loose ends. At completion
of the weekly posting, all discussion is pulled together; any areas that are still fuzzy
to some students are clarified, and so on.
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Celebrity Chat

Task: Authentic task for a group or class to chat with an expert in the 
field of study

Objective: To provide an alternative way for students to understand course 
content from an expert

Author: J. Ana Donaldson, Ed.D., University of Northern Iowa, 
ana.donaldson@uni.edu

Method: Synchronous

Instructions

1. An individual who is a recognized expert in our course focus or current topic’s
content has agreed to be a celebrity guest in two weeks. Your assigned group
will work together to develop three questions for our guest expert. One week
prior to the scheduled celebrity chat, e-mail your three questions to me, the 
chat session’s facilitator, for review and approval.

2. On the evening of the chat, you will be expected to log into the class chat room
at a specified time. Plan on the first fifteen minutes to be devoted to group chat
and preparation for the arrival of our celebrity guest.

3. Our guest has agreed to be online with us for one hour. We will need to use
that time wisely. Each group in turn will post their questions and the class will 
respond with discussion. It is important that you pay close attention to the 
discourse since your questions may already be answered within a previous re-
sponse. After one hour, our expert will leave the chat area but you are expected
to continue online for an additional thirty minutes. As facilitator, I will lead a dis-
cussion on your reaction to the information that has been shared. Focus will be
on how the dialog supported our previous course instruction. Also, be prepared
to share what responses from our guest might have surprised you.

Activity Author’s Note

The key to this activity is finding the appropriate guest expert. You might want to
consider the course’s textbook author, a recognized name in the field, or an instruc-
tor teaching the same subject matter at a different location. The required submission
of group questions and pre- and post-class times ensure that the guest’s time is 
focused on content and the class is focused on preparation and reflection.
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Cross-Region Discussion

Task: Authentic activity to allow students from different locations 
to interact and to reflect on the experience

Objective: To emphasize the importance of culture and cultural diversity
Author: Donna Darden, Tennessee Technological University, 

DKDarden@charter.net
Method: Asynchronous

Instructions

A question has been posted to our class discussion board. Both our class and another
class from a different location will share in this discussion. You will have a period of
one week to respond to the stated question. At the end of the week, e-mail a mes-
sage to your instructor about the differences and similarities you observed in the 
responses of the two groups. Include a suggested question for the next week’s dis-
cussion board activity.

Activity Author’s Note

Here’s something that has not worked yet, but I think it will, if I can find the right
person to work with. The idea is good; I just need another group that’s into elec-
tronic discussion.

I teach introductory sociology. One of the most basic ideas we have to get across
is the importance of culture in our lives, and the concept that culture varies even
within our own country. I’m on my second try at setting up a joint discussion board
with students from another region of the country. I tried with the prompt “What I
did last Saturday,” and my students, who got hooked early on discussion boards,
posted away, but I’ve not yet found a group to join us. Today, a colleague in New
Jersey and I tried again, this time using “My Prom Night.”
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Team Problem Solving

Task: Authentic problem solving
Objective: To provide an interactive approach to problem solving and 

encourage group discussion
Author: Robin Lockhart, Assistant Professor, Midwestern State 

University—Wichita Falls, TX, robin.lockhart@mwsu.edu
Method: Asynchronous

Instructions

You have been assigned to a four-member group and provided with a private discus-
sion area. Every three weeks, your instructor will post a problem for your group to
solve. You have two weeks to solve the problem; it will then take a week to grade
the results. The grade for your response will be based on individual participation 
and on the accuracy and depth of the final answer.

Activity Author’s Note

I use these activities in my Internet-based courses. I use WebCT, so these activities
are easily implemented. The size of the class in which I use this activity is generally
thirty to forty students.

I average the scores of all the problems together and then use them for 10 
percent of each student’s final grade. In addition, I use the responses in the forma-
tion of the next problem. 

Each of these activities is well received. The activities allow me to monitor stu-
dents’ understanding of course content and allow them to clarify concepts and form
as a class. I never have any difficulty getting student interaction with these activities.
I think the key is that the discussions are based on problems that the students gener-
ally need assistance in solving.
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Pyramid

Task: Authentic task to interview a professional practicing in the student’s 
field of study

Objective: To provide an innovative way for students to learn more about their 
field of study from a practicing professional

Author: J. Ana Donaldson, Ed.D., University of Northern Iowa, 
ana.donaldson@uni.edu

Method: Asynchronous

Instructions

Contact an individual who is a professional in your field of study.

1. Complete the four pyramid areas based on e-mail contact with your selected 
individual.

2. Use the pyramid diagram as a guide to completing this activity.
3. Complete the pyramid’s blocks in the following order:

i. Job
ii. Foundations
iii. Transition 1
iv. Transition 2

• Job: Begin by completing the interviewee’s job title and function.
• Foundations: based on e-mail inquiries, complete the bottom block with 

the individual’s responses to the following items:
• List the three things you value the most
• What three words describe you
• Describe your educational background
• Identify three qualities you look for in an employee
• List three qualities you expect from a boss

• Transition 1: Describe the transitions that the individual experienced 
as they began their quest toward their current position.

• Transition 2: Describe the final situation that resulted in the individual 
achieving their current position within the field.

4. E-mail your final completed pyramid to your instructor as an attachment.
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Social Responsibility

Task: Authentic activity to involve students in their community
Objective: To emphasize the importance of community and social responsibility
Author: J. Ana Donaldson, Ed.D., University of Northern Iowa, 

ana.donaldson@uni.edu
Method: Asynchronous

Instructions

You will be assigned to a team of fellow classmates and a designated chat room for
group communications. Your task will be as follows:

• Determine a problem within your community
• State the characteristics of targeted community members
• Define short-term and long-term solutions
• Provide a method for evaluation
• Document your efforts

Essential data gathering should include interviews with key individuals, existing 
reports, newspaper articles, and primary sources of information. It will be advanta-
geous to document any previous attempts that have been made to solve this com-
munity problem.

At the end of the project, your team will submit a written report to the instructor.

Activity Author’s Note

The final document from this project may be a letter to the mayor of the community,
outlining the suggested solutions.
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Games and Simulations

By involving cyberstudents in activities that utilize games and sim-

ulations, real-life skills can be enhanced and learning can be made

fun. SAGSET, the Society for the Advancement of Games and Simu-

lations in Education and Training defines the terms simulations and

games as follows: “Simulations and games are teaching and learning

methods in which participants are directly involved in making deci-

sions and learning from the outcomes of these. Their active, student

centred nature means that they are memorable and highly motivat-

ing. They enable the exploration of the complex nature of the real

world and interdisciplinary, interacting subjects as well as the more

basic needs of understanding, doing and skills practice” (Society for

the Advancement of Games and Simulations in Education and Train-

ing, 2002).

For the sake of this chapter, we make a distinction between video games and ac-

tivities that are labeled games within the online environment. An activity that is cat-

egorized as a game includes tasks that provide an element of engagement, decision

making, and knowledge acquisition from a new perspective. Activities that are cat-

egorized as simulations explore and replicate real-life situations. Role playing is an

C H A P T E R
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element of many simulations; in role playing, the student is asked to represent and

experience a character type from an everyday experience.

Instruction through active involvement is the goal of an effective simulation.

In this approach, participants are asked to look at real-life situations from “out-

side the box” and apply new approaches to the resolution of challenges or situa-

tions. In the optimal situation, students are provided opportunities to explore

within a safe environment that allows them to share their views and explore new

ideas without repercussions, in order to develop critical thinking and problem-

solving skills.

The games in this chapter provide an entertaining approach to obtaining in-

formation and sharing it with class participants. The energy created by a game or

simulation is visible in the quantity of discussion posts. These types of activities

can create a situation that challenges and moves students to a new level of under-

standing.

Burns and Gentry (1998) caution that not all learners have prior experience

with experiential learning. Their experience has been that graduate students are

more successful than undergraduates with role playing and simulations. Burns and

Gentry caution instructors to be familiar with each student’s knowledge level and

experiences in order to introduce games or simulations in a manner that will re-

duce the potential for student discouragement. Learners who have been guided

through the prior phases of engagement are usually prepared to handle the rigors

of simulations and games.

CHARACTERISTICS OF AN EFFECTIVE GAME OR SIMULATION

Romme (2002, p. 1) states that simulations “create opportunities to build sub-

stantial synergy between learning to think in relevant theoretical frameworks and

learning to deal with the complexity of actual settings.” The checklist in Table 9.1

includes characteristics to look for when choosing an activity. The ultimate eval-

uation criterion for this type of activity is whether the game or simulation asks the

students to view their world from a new perspective that would not be possible

within the standard learning environment.
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Table 9.1. Checklist for an Effective Game or Simulation

Yes No Comments

1. Is the student directly involved in 
making decisions and learning from 
the outcomes?

2. Does the activity enable exploration 
of the complex nature of the real world?

3. Does the game include tasks that 
provide elements of engagement, 
decision making, and knowledge 
acquisition from a new perspective?

4. Does the simulation activity require 
students to role-play or to assume 
a new perspective?

5. Does the game or simulation provide 
a safe environment for exploration?

Table 9.2. Games and Simulations to Try

Activity Asynchronous Synchronous

Group Problem-Based Learning ✓

Jilligan’s Island ✓

Spreadsheets ✓

Virtual Field Trips ✓

WebQuest ✓
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Group Problem-Based Learning

Task: Online groups will prepare hardware, software, operating system, 
and peripheral device specifications for a simulated business

Objective: To simulate a real-world situation and experience group 
problem-based learning

Author: Charleen Worsham, Director of Instructional Technology and 
Distance Learning, Kilgore College, Kilgore, TX, 
charleen@kilgore.cc.tx.us

Method: Asynchronous

Instructions

Problem Statement:
You have just been hired as the computer support expert in the information technol-
ogy (IT) department at a new company—Spirit Designs, Inc. Your department has 
recently completed installation of Ethernet wiring throughout the new building.

The next task for the IT department will be to split into groups and prepare hard-
ware, software, operating system, and peripheral device specifications for computers
to be used by new employees due to arrive for work in three weeks.

You’ve heard that the boss is a penny pincher but that he doesn’t have a problem
spending money when it is justified. He likes to go first-class as long as the benefits
outweigh the costs. Here are the assignments:

• Group 1: The president of the company. Although he has a background in
graphic design, most of his time will be spent attending to the business matters
of the company. He travels a lot to keep abreast of developments in the field of
graphic design and Web design.

• Group 2: The office manager. She is responsible for all of the bookkeeping, 
payroll, accounts receivable, and accounts payable.

• Group 3: The graphic designers. The company already has several contracts for
print-based jobs and Web page design.

• Group 4: The IT department. The IT director’s goal is network and server man-
agement without anyone leaving his or her desk. The company needs at least
one server, possibly more. It is imperative that the server remain up twenty-four
hours a day, seven days a week.

• Group 5: The president’s fourteen-year-old son. Like it or not, this type of as-
signment presents itself on occasion. He has recently discovered online gaming
and is dyslexic.
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About Problem-Based Learning:
If you haven’t been faced with an assignment like this before, then welcome to the
real world. Not all problems, projects, or assignments in life will provide you with all of
the details you need, or the details may not be crystal clear. You will probably begin
with many questions. Some questions will be answered by your instructor (see the Re-
sources section of these instructions). Other questions you will have to answer on your
own, with the help of your group members, or even with the help of other groups.

Working Together in an Online Course:
You may be wondering how to collaborate with each other online. First of all, I sug-
gest that you select a group leader who will mediate your discussions and collect in-
dividual group members’ contributions, disseminate them to the entire group, and
post the completed project. You may want to use the “jigsaw method,” in which
each group member is given a specific piece of the problem to research, then reports
back to the group. You may want to review the individual reports as a group in order
to reach a consensus about the parts before putting them together to produce your
final specifications.

The WebCT tools that you can use are WebCT e-mail, discussion board, chat, and
the student presentation tool. One word of caution about the group presentations:
be sure that two people aren’t editing the same document at the same time, or you
may lose your changes! Save your work on your local computer before uploading to
WebCT. Your group will have a private area on the discussion board that other
groups can’t see. There will also be a common area set up for the entire class.

Tips on Chat: Try to set an agenda for the chat session; decide in advance what you
want to discuss. Choose a group member to act as recorder, and have that person
summarize what was decided during each chat and then post to either the discussion
board or WebCT mail. This will remind everyone of what they are supposed to be
doing and when they are supposed to have it done. Members who miss the chat will
also be “in the loop” that way.

Group members in a course on Computer Supported Collaborative Learning
(CSCL) at University of Texas–Austin composed the following list of the most impor-
tant factors in the success of a collaborative activity. They divided their opinions into
three categories. You may want to cover these items during your first meeting,
whether it happens via chat, discussion board thread, or some other means.

What to do at the team meeting
• Set a regular meeting time to avoid scheduling problems.
• Set and communicate an agenda before the team meeting.
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• Assign specific responsibilities to each member.
• Set a due date earlier than the official due date for the final specifications so that

team members can have time to comment on one another’s work and discuss it.
• Verify each group member’s understanding of assignments.

How to communicate
• Allow enough time to get to know each other and share opinions.
• Offer honest opinions on others’ work—including the quality and quantity of

contributions to the group.
• Be a good listener.
• Be aware of the challenges that CSCL poses, including the delicate balance be-

tween (a) messages that are too short or use terms that may be unfamiliar to all
participants, thereby increasing the likelihood of miscommunication and (b)
messages that are verbose or unfocused on the subject matter, decreasing the
likelihood that the entire message will be read by other group members pressed
for time. (Funny that this is the longest of all the points made!)

Each member’s obligations
• Keep teammates informed on the progress of the team assignment or individual

tasks that might influence the team’s work.
• Do what you are supposed to do when or, preferably, before you are supposed

to do it.
• When acting in a leadership role for an assignment, ensure that the five points

under “What to do at the team meeting” are covered.

Resources:
Use whatever resources you can find to gather pertinent information, including the
following:

• Local stores
• Printed catalogues
• Internet resources, such as computer manufacturers or shopping portals
• The textbook
• Phone or in-person interviews

Be sure to list these sources in a reference section at the end of your report.
You may ask your instructor general questions regarding the scenario. These must

be directed to the “Group Project Water Cooler” topic on the WebCT discussion
board. Students may also communicate across groups in this area.
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Report Format:
The final report must be in electronic form and posted to the Student Presentations
section of WebCT for your group. The format and content of the final report is not
prescribed; however, the scoring rubric will help you identify the essential elements
you will need to score well.

Where Do We Start?
Perhaps the best place to begin is to perform a user analysis; determine what the
person using your computer does. Think about the role that technology plays or
might play in what that person does. This is the equivalent of a technology needs
analysis at the user level. Hint: This information may come in handy when you justify
your purchases.

Remember, it’s a matter not simply of what you are proposing to buy, but also of
why you need to buy it!

Above all, use your imagination and try to have a little fun with the assignment.

Assessment:
Instructions for completing the following assessments online will be provided at the
beginning of the project.

A scoring rubric will be used to evaluate your completed project. Each student in
the class and the instructor will score each group project. The following components
will be scored:

• Overall computer specifications
• Coverage of system unit components
• Coverage of application software
• Coverage of input devices
• Coverage of output devices
• Coverage of storage devices
• Coverage of operating system and utility programs
• Appropriateness of specifications to end-user needs
• Budget and cost justification
• Writing clarity

In addition, students will also score themselves and each of their own group mem-
bers based on cooperation, contribution, and participation.

Finally, you will be asked to share your reflections on the assignment, as follows:

• What I learned about buying a computer . . .
• What I learned about working with others in an online group . . .
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• The time and effort to complete this assignment compared to what I learned
was . . .

Activity Author’s Note

This activity is based on the Student Handbook for COSC 1306, Web-Based Intro-
duction to Computer Science. (Note: The assessment tools for this activity are pre-
sented in Tables 3.1, 3.2, and 3.3 earlier in this book.)
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Jilligan’s Island

Task: Team-building activity
Objective: To allow learners to experience team process and how to achieve 

group consensus
Author: Jill Jodrey, Instructional Developer, Simon Fraser University 

and Jones International University, Burnaby, BC, Canada, 
jajodrey@sfu.ca

Method: Asynchronous

Instructions:

We are all on a sinking boat, about to be stranded on a deserted island in the South
Pacific. The lifeboat we have has limited space, so we’re only able to bring a certain
number of items with us. All of the communication instruments on the main ship
have failed, so there are no working cell phones or laptops.

We can each bring one personal item with us, and it’s completely up to each indi-
vidual whether that item is something that will be useful to our total comfort on the
deserted island. The lifeboat will hold the six of us, our one personal item each, and
a total of eight other items.

Step One: Each of us must select our personal item and suggest five other items
we feel will be necessary to our team survival. (The personal item can be anything of
our choice, so it won’t be voted on.) We must also provide reasons why we feel these
items are necessary. Please also explain your reasons for choosing your personal item.

Step Two: We must collectively make a decision on the eight items that will come
with us on our rescue boat.
The Forum will be our main means of communication. Please question one another
on your choices, and try to sway others to your opinion. By Friday at midnight (our
boat has a very slow leak :-) ), we will have to come to a consensus; otherwise, it will
be too late, and we’ll perish on the sinking ship.

Activity Author’s Note

I teach an online graduate-level education course. One of the issues I face each time
I have a new intake of students is that it is difficult to find team-building activities
that are specifically for virtual teams, so I adapted one that I’ve used in face-to-face
classes for the Net. I post the activity in the Discussion Forum (asynchronous) on the
first day of class (usually a Sunday), and set a deadline for about five days later. I also
ask one student (privately) to be the “captain”—the person who compiles the list of
all the suggested items. In the past, the captain has asked the other passengers to
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vote on this list and then provided the final list of items to everyone. This activity
typically generates a lot of discussion, and students get to know each other in a
friendly and fun environment.
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Use of Spreadsheets in Managing a Business

Task: Simulation using spreadsheets
Objective: To allow students to apply spreadsheet skills and interactive online 

business communication skills in a simulated real-world situation
Author: Jim Morey, Instructor, Computer Information Systems Department, 

Mineral Area College, Park Hills, MO, JIMM@mail.mac.cc.mo.us
Method: Asynchronous

Instructions

You have been assigned to a team of four to six class members. The team must 
decide on a simulated business. On determining the business, you must depict how
your business uses spreadsheets in managing the enterprise.

Typical spreadsheet uses include payroll, inventory catalogues, customer lists,
income or sales projections, personnel lists, profit-and-loss statements, sales activity
charts, work schedules, invoices, and expense reports, but any others that the team
decides on can also be used.

Since the class is Web-based, team members must find ways to collaborate on-
line. A private discussion area has been established for each team, using the course-
ware. Team members are also encouraged to use e-mail, telephones, and personal
meetings—whatever is possible.

As a team member, you have to share responsibility for directing the team’s activ-
ity. Members need to communicate their ideas and deliver on their portions of the
project. In the end, all the spreadsheets will be put together in a presentation pack-
age. You will be notified of the due date for the final project.

Activity Author’s Note

I use this online learning activity in an Excel spreadsheet applications course, CIS220,
which I’ve been teaching at Mineral Area College, a small two-year state-supported
college in southeast Missouri.

This exercise matches the “real” world in many ways. Team members within a
company are often physically located at different sites. They collaborate through chat
lines, e-mail messages, telephone conferences, personal meetings, and discussion
boards. These collaboration and business communication skills can be learned in
school. In addition, spreadsheet skills that are often learned through more traditional
academic methods are applied in a simulated real-world business setting.
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Virtual Field Trips

Task: Simulation visits to actual locations
Objective: To allow students to visit the world, going beyond the restrictions

of geography
Author: Rita-Marie Conrad, Ph.D., Florida State University, 

rconrad@attglobal.net
Method: Asynchronous

Instructions

Visit one of the online locations on the list below, or select a site which provides 
a virtual tour that matches your interests and can be shared with the class. Report 
back to the group on your experiences. Your report should include the following:

• What did you learn that you didn’t know before your visit?
• Why would you recommend or not recommend the site to other students?
• What would you like to explore if you visit this place in person?
• Find three other virtual field trips that you would recommend to the learning

community.

Following are some suggested locations. See if you can find any additional virtual
field trips.

• Great Art Museums of the World
www.ulaverne.edu/dlc/hum290/gratmus.html

• Virtual College Tours
http://www.campustours.com/

• China Virtual Tours
http://www.chinavista.com/travel/virtualtours.html

• Virtual Tour of Antarctica
http://astro.uchicago.edu/cara/vtour/

• Tower of London
http://www.toweroflondontour.com/

• Virtual Tour of the Ear
http://www.augie.edu/perry/ear/ear.htm

• Supreme Court Building
http://oyez.org/tour/tour

• Historical Tour of the White House 
http://www.whitehouse.gov/history/whtour/
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• Marshmallow Peeps Tours
http://www.marshmallowpeeps.com/peepsville.html

Activity Author’s Note

Since sites change constantly, be sure to verify each site before sending your students
on their journeys. The best way is to have them discover their own tour to share with
other classmates.
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WebQuest

Task: Inquiry-oriented Internet exploration
Objective: To provide students an opportunity to explore the Internet 

and practice the higher learning skills of analysis, synthesis, 
and evaluation

Developer: Bernie Dodge, Ph.D., Professor of Educational Technology, 
San Diego State University, bdodge@mail.sdsu.edu

Method: Asynchronous

This is an activity that can be developed by the instructor for student use or can be
student-produced.

An overview, training materials, examples, and all other pertinent information is
available at the WebQuest Page: http://webquest.sdsu.edu.

This site is hosted by the Educational Technology Department at San Diego State
University and is updated regularly. Please suggest additions by writing
bdodge@mail.sdsu.edu.
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Learner-Led Activities

Providing opportunities for learners to take the lead in preparing

and delivering a successful instructional activity is the pinnacle of

learner engagement. Learner-led activities provide a sense of empow-

erment that “is both a critical element and a desired outcome of par-

ticipation in an online learning community” (Palloff & Pratt, 1999).

This type of activity shifts the learner’s mindset from viewing the in-

structor as the ultimate authority in the course to one of seeing him-

self or herself as a valued contributor to the learning environment. It

is at this point that learners recognize that they are knowledge gener-

ators, not only for themselves but also for the community as a whole.

ACTIVITIES LED BY INDIVIDUALS VERSUS TEAMS

The phrase “safety in numbers” certainly is true for learner-led activities. It is rec-

ommended that learner-led activities be designed and presented by teams rather

than individuals. Teams should be small (three to five members), in order to min-

imize the possibility of learners opting out of the activity; in addition, assessments

that describe each team member’s contribution to the activity will help ensure in-

tragroup accountability. Team member evaluation, described in Chapter Three, is

an excellent tool for measuring individual participation.
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CONVEYING OUTCOMES

One of the most important aspects of student-led activities is to make sure that

learners know what objectives the activity should accomplish. These expected out-

comes should be stated in the syllabus, so that learners are aware of the require-

ments from the beginning of the course. Once basic outcomes have been conveyed,

the learners can develop additional objectives for the activity if they wish.

CHOOSING THE TYPE OF ACTIVITY

There are five types of learning outcomes: intellectual skill, attitude, verbal infor-

mation, cognitive strategy, and motor skill (Gagne, Briggs, & Wager, 1992). Of these

five, the first three types lend themselves best to learner-led activities because there

will be fewer barriers to success in an online environment. Learners should not be

expected to lead the kind of complex activity that the last two types of learning

outcomes could require.

Learner-led activities can be almost anything described thus far in this book or

anything the learner can imagine. Presentations, discussions, role-playing activi-

ties, debates, and games can all be developed and led by learners instead of the in-

structor. The key is to make sure that expected learning outcomes are clearly stated

and that learners are choosing the right type of activity based on the expressed ob-

jectives and expected outcomes.

It should always be assumed that learners are novice activity leaders; therefore,

they should be encouraged to keep their activities simple from both pedagogical and

technological perspectives. They should not introduce a new technology unless they

feel confident that they can help their fellow community members to learn it.

ADEQUATE ORIENTATION AND PLANNING TIME

Students need ample time to develop the activities they lead. Following is a sug-

gested approach:

1. Many learners may need to be oriented to the idea of leading a class activity.

Start discussing the concept of learner-led activities at the beginning of the

course and model various types of activities throughout the course.

2. Provide a detailed description of the activity and responsibilities of the learn-

ers in the syllabus.
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3. Encourage learners to begin discussing the activities in teams after the first

25 percent of the course has been completed.

4. Provide time in the course calendar for learners to begin planning the ac-

tivities around the middle of the semester.

5. Schedule time for the teams to discuss their activities with you, the instruc-

tor, several weeks before the team is scheduled to lead an activity. You will

serve as counselor and consultant to the team as needed.

6. Remind teams that they are responsible for preparing the community for

their activity by posting an announcement in the discussion board area or

sending an e-mail to the entire class.

Table 10.1 provides some guidelines for creating effective learner-led activities.
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Table 10.1. Checklist for an Effective Learner-Led Activity

Yes No Comments

1. Are the objectives for the activity 
clearly stated in the syllabus? 

2. Is there a rubric for the grading 
of the activity? 

3. Is the concept of a learner-led activity 
introduced at least two weeks before 
learners begin planning it? 

4. Are learners provided several weeks 
to plan the activity? 

5. Does the topic allow a person or team 
to be creative in their choice and 
implementation of the activity? 

6. Does the participation grade include 
participation in the learner-led activities? 
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WHAT DO LEARNERS THINK ABOUT LEARNER-LED ACTIVITIES?

Do learners actually value leading an activity in the way we as instructors hope

they will? Here are some comments made by learners after leading an activity in

one online course:

This activity taught me to speak up. In the chat format, it is very easy

to remain sort of anonymous. Being involved in this activity forced me

to think, and to express my thoughts to all the group members. Hope-

fully, I will take that into my future courses. I learned so much from

my fellow classmates. It was amazing to see the great care and prepa-

ration that went into the presentations and it really facilitated the

learning process, not just for the presenters, but for the rest of the class

as well.

I would hope that most instructors these days would understand that

more learning takes place in these type of activities than many times

will in a more traditional way. Not to take away from the instructor-

led portions of the classes at all, but the learner learns on many more

levels when faced with this type of approach. I would say to an in-

structor that if their goal is to have the students truly understand what

they are learning, this approach is much better. If the students have to

be active participants, they will invest more of themselves, as well as

time, into the course.

Teaching this class will certainly influence how I listen and respond in

future classes. A lot of work went into preparing the 45 minutes we

were the teachers. It was important for us to capture the attention of

the other students and not lose them from the start. In the future, I

would not feel badly about telling others to limit their chatter when

the instructors are trying to make a point. The shoe was on the other

foot tonight, and while I enjoyed it, it must be very difficult to prepare

for it every week. Your guidelines were straightforward and the re-

strictions were few. There have been many classes where I have partic-

ipated in learner-led/directed activities that have failed miserably. One
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person did all the work while the others did nothing. Plus, often there

is not enough time to prepare adequately. We were lucky that we were

the last group to present because we had more time to plan and per-

fect. Anyway, I guess what I am saying is that I would be very hesitant

to advocate learner-led/directed activities in the future. I understand

their value when done correctly, but have been involved in too many

that were not implemented successfully.

EXAMPLES OF LEARNER-LED ACTIVITIES

This chapter contains four examples of actual learner-led activities. Learners in an

actual course developed the first three examples that follow. Each of the first three

examples includes the initial e-mail message that the leading team sent out to the

rest of the learning community concerning the class topic they were covering. As

you will see, each team used a combination of the communication tools available

(both synchronous and asynchronous) and a variety of activity types to cover the

topic. The fourth example is instructor-initiated but learner-led.
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Learner-Led Activities: Example 1

Authors: Jessica Medina, Lorraine Stinson, Amber D. Brock, and Leslie Bendt

Hi Everyone!
Our project is simple and straightforward. There are just a few steps involved.

Step #1
Read our scenario prior to the class session on Wednesday night. It is posted on the
General Class Discussion board. You will need to come to class ready to discuss pos-
sible solutions to our scenario. Be sure to finish the assigned readings for the week.

Step #2
On the night of our class presentation, we will ask you to go to the color iChat room
to which you were assigned at the beginning of the course. There are separate iChat
areas for red, blue, green, and white color rooms.

Step #3
Select one representative from your color group to present your responses during the
last 30 minutes of class discussion. We will visit the color iChat rooms throughout
your discussion.

Step #4
We ask that each group meet for the first 28 minutes of class, then return to the
Main Room for a class presentation. One representative from each color group needs
to be prepared to present their collective responses based on this timeline:

6:00–6:28 pm: Meet in your respective color iChat room for discussion.
6:30 pm: Return to the Main Room. Watch for us to initiate the discussion.
6:30 pm: Red Team, led by Marsha
6:36 pm: Green Team, led by Andrew
6:41 pm: Blue Team, led by Marcus
6:46 pm: White Team, led by Alija
6:50-7:00 pm: Wrap-up and closure

If you have any questions, please post them in the General Class Discussion area.

Thanks, Team One
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Learner-Led Activities: Example 2

Authors: Terri Harrison, Amy Kinser, and Julie Abouelfatouh

Dear Classmates:
Here are the directions for this week’s class. These directions are also posted on

the class discussion board.
Before class, take the Team Roles Test at [URL provided]. We have been given

permission to use this test as part of our lesson by the Web site authors.
There are specific directions on the Web page, but basically you have 20 points to

disperse in each section. You can rate each item from 0 to 20, but the total for each
section has to equal 20 points. You must have two windows open—one to check
your e-mail and get the password and one where you are taking the test. The warn-
ing on the Web page says: DON’T CLOSE THIS PAGE when you have answered the
questions! You get your code page here in this program! If you close you cannot get
your results!

Here is an example:

The most characteristic for me when it comes to team work is that I

a. organize others’ work on the team (4 pts)
b. continually search for information and contacts that the team needs (2 pts)
c. see to it that everyone has something to do, and coordinate different activities

(1 pt)
d. am capable of carrying out those ideas that the team has decided on (4 pts)
e. see to it that people feel good and feel at home on the team (0 pts)
f. use my force and strength to push the team forward (5 pts)
g. create ideas that the team needs (2 pts)
h. think carefully and warn about developments that go wrong (2 pts)

Total = 20 points

The results discuss the eight different roles and tell you which roles you are strongest
and weakest in.

Questions to discuss this week in your group areas:

1. Discuss the results of the test with your group.
• What were your strongest areas?
• What were your weakest areas?
• Are there any significant similarities or differences in the results?
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2. Did you feel the results were accurate? How will this affect your group 
behavior?

3. How do the eight roles discussed in the results of the test relate to the roles 
discussed in the text?

4. Why do you think knowing about group roles is important?

Begin your discussion no later than Monday night. One member of our team will 
facilitate your discussion. Be prepared to summarize your discussion during 
Thursday’s chat session.
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Learner-Led Activities: Example 3

Authors: Leslie Gramaglia, Judy A. Harris, Johann Juste, Bill Secrest, 
and Kim Parker

LESSON PLAN
TEAM 2

I. Introduction

Rather than indulge in skills-oriented exercises, we have decided to adopt a different
approach to discussing organizational design. Now that you have read the text and
the two assigned articles, we are interested in finding out the OPINIONS you have
now developed on this topic.

To gauge your opinions, we ask you to open up a new browser window and
record your responses to ten organizational design questions we have placed on a
Web site. We will go through these questions one by one and ask you to cast your
votes. When you have finished with each question, you (and everyone else in the
class) will be able to press a button and see the class’s responses—instantaneously!

In order to avoid flooding the server when voting, we ask that you pick a random
number between 1 and 10 after reading each question, count to that number, and
then click your mouse.

The results should be quite meaningful, since the Web site is set up so you can
vote only once on any given question.

Roughly an hour’s time gives us only five or six minutes per question, so we ex-
pect to move through the poll rather fast. What we will do is use your responses as a
springboard for a brief discussion. All five team members will rotate the moderating
duties, commenting and leading discussion on two questions each.

If you have any questions or comments as we go along, please let us know.

II. Questions

1. The author of the text cites five major factors where organizational design inter-
sects with leadership. In your opinion, which one is the most significant?

a. Background factors
b. Leadership philosophy
c. Organizational design decisions
d. Organizational culture
e. Organizational results
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2. The authors discuss five “hybrid” models of organization. In your opinion,
which one do you think is the most useful for today’s workplace?

a. Federalist
b. Shamrock
c. Doughnut
d. Clan
e. Spaghetti

3. Among the “hybrid” models of organization, which one do you predict will 
become most popular in the next two decades?

a. Federalist
b. Shamrock
c. Doughnut
d. Clan
e. Spaghetti

4. The author of the text cites four key systems that have an impact on organiza-
tional design. In your opinion, which one is the most significant?

a. Hiring
b. Training
c. Reward
d. Information processing/sharing

5. The authors of one article discuss the analytical approach to leadership and or-
ganizational design. In your opinion, what is the biggest flaw of this approach?

a. Fixing goals too firmly
b. Too much trust in research, numbers, and reasoned analysis
c. Allowing outside demands to drive organizational direction
d. An overly “scientific” approach
e. Emphasizing the predictable over the unpredictable

6. The author of the other article speaks of the need for leaders to take an inter-
pretive approach to organizational design. In your opinion, which of the follow-
ing groups is the most important for the interpretive leader to consult in decision
making?
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a. Employees
b. Customers
c. Vendors
d. Management in identical or similar organizations
e. Consultants/academics

7. In your opinion, which of the following is the most important net result of
proper interpretive leadership?

a. Satisfied employees/customers
b. Higher profit margins
c. Recognition for innovation
d. Open climate for new ideas and thinking
e. Increased adaptability to change

8. The author of one article says that for businesses to survive, they must “manage
themselves around the idea of process”—making workers understand how their
efforts affect a larger whole. Which of the following helps workers best under-
stand process?

a. Specialized education or training
b. Collaborative atmosphere
c. Rotating tasks
d. Exposing all employees to customer service
e. Integrating workers and leaders in decision making

9. What, in your opinion, is the biggest hindrance to implementing a process 
orientation in an organization?

a. Orientation toward profit
b. Traditional neglect of the customer
c. Managers unwilling to share power
d. General tendency to resist change
e. Poor communication climate

10. In your opinion, what is the most compelling reason for organizations to adopt 
a process orientation?

a. Greater competitiveness
b. Increased worker satisfaction
c. Improved collaborative spirit
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d. Encouraging action
e. Encouraging innovation

III. Closing and Thanks

We appreciate the class participating in this exercise and hope it has been 
informative and entertaining for everyone.

We will leave the poll results up for anyone who wishes to take a second look 
at them.

If you have any further questions about anything discussed or how to set up 
an interactive poll of your own, let us know via e-mail or the faculty office.

Again, our thanks and have a great evening.
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Learner-Led Activities: Example 4

Author: Sharon Calhoon, Ph.D., Indiana University, Kokomo; 
scalhoon@iuk.edu

Instructions

E-mail discussion is run just like a classroom discussion, except that you may partici-
pate at a time that is convenient for you. Once you have read the assigned material,
send any questions or comments you have for discussion to the discussion forum. I
DO NOT run this discussion—you do! You are responsible for asking questions, for
answering others’ questions, for generating discussion topics, and for ensuring that
the discussion remains interesting, learning-focused, and collegial. Please have your
discussion for the week completed by Monday evening. [Note: This is if the new unit
begins Wednesday.] Messages sent right before a new unit begins do not count to-
ward your discussion grade. This way we will have a day to wrap up any loose ends
in the discussion before the new unit begins.

Your participation will be graded on the following scale:

• 3 points: Fully participated; questions and comments were insightful and to the
point; recognized and respected others’ rights. You must participate in the dis-
cussion on at least two separate days during the week in order to receive three
points.

• 2 points: Participated occasionally or submissions were not thoughtful or well-
developed; comments and questions were generally appropriate but not well
thought out or did not demonstrate knowledge of or interest in the reading 
assignment.

• 1 point: Participation was brief and consisted only of agreement with others’
comments, or comments were rude or otherwise inappropriate.

Activity Author’s Note

I do not structure the discussion. When I let them talk about what is interesting or
confusing to them, they become responsible for their learning and they seem to get
a lot more out of the discussion. Many students have said to me, “I thought I under-
stood the chapter quite well until someone asked a question. I’d have to go back and
find the answer, and then I’d realize what I missed the first time through.” When
they structure the discussion, I learn more about what I need to do to help them
learn the material. I assure them that I will monitor their discussion frequently to
make sure they aren’t leading one another astray. Because I can’t always tell when
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they are unable to come up with an answer, I encourage them to alert me (by writ-
ing directly to me) when they have tried to help one another understand something
but still are confused. Otherwise, I stay out of the discussion. When I do write some-
thing on a topic, my submission seems to serve as a “closing” statement (“The 
Expert has spoken!”), whether I intend it to or not.

I require students to participate on two separate days to ensure that it’s really 
a discussion. They must respond to one another’s questions and answers and not 
just drop in, write a few lines, and then drop out.

E-mail discussion counts for a significant portion of the final grade, which cer-
tainly helps motivate students to participate. Participation is graded on a weekly 
(or per-unit) basis. Before calculating the final grade, I drop the lowest participation
score (in case students have problems with technology, are ill, and so forth). This
helps to eliminate students’ complaints about not being able to get points because 
of circumstances beyond their control.
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