Tips and Tricks for Teaching Online

Kaye Shelton
Dean, Online Education — Dallas Baptist University

Attendance Policy Examples

In an interactive online course, the learner’s role becomes more active and
complex. Therefore, instructor expectations for the student should be clearly
established. Here are samples of statements that could be put into the first
session of your course:

‘I expect students to be present online” — students are expected to fully
participate in each Discussion Topic. This includes posting an initial response
to the board mid-week and then subsequent postings until the end of the
session. Lurking (reading only) does not earn credit, nor does it contribute to
our class learning and community.

‘| expect students to manage their time effectively” — because online courses
move quickly and require self-discipline, it is important to efficiently manage
your time. This would include not waiting until the last minute to turn in
assignments or tests. Technology is not fail proof, so please allow time for
unforeseen problems.

Both are paraphrased from 147 Practical Tips for Teaching Online
Groups: Essentials of Web-Based Education.

Class Management Strategies

Create your Course Announcements in a word processor and copy and paste
them into the Announcements tool when you are ready. This gives you a
backup copy and allows you to reuse announcements for the next time you
teach the course. It also serves as course documentation.

To encourage good syllabus comprehension, create short Syllabus Quiz or a
Scavenger Hunt worth bonus points added to the students’ overall course
total. This is excellent for assessing syllabus interaction. This may seem like
an unnecessary activity, but often, the first session of an online course affects
the final outcomes of the course. We don’t have the first night of class to
thoroughly cover the syllabus, but have to assume they understand. This
should alleviate any confusion with your syllabus, which is in reality, your
learning contract with the student.

If instructors want good participation, the requirements must be clearly
defined. Ko and Rossen (2004) recognize that “if students aren’t graded, the
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majority won't actively participate” (p. 67). Some students think that if they
take an online course, they can take a vacation and still catch up with their
coursework upon their return or do a few modules ahead of time before they
leave. While online courses do allow for flexibility, students must participate.
Students may ask if they can post ahead of the other students or take the
course on a self-paced schedule. Because of the prevalence of this question,
online instructors should have a policy regarding early posting and state it
clearly in the syllabus.

A policy for late assignment submissions and missed exams should be
created. Students who are not actively participating in the learning community
are not supporting other students. Because of this interdependence, some
instructors have a “no late work accepted policy,” while others assign reduced
credit. Another option is to create alternative assignments or exams for past
due work. To facilitate course management, these alternative assignments
could be offered at the end of the course for those who missed assignments
during the normal time period.

Technology policies should be stated in the syllabus directing students to a
helpdesk or resource other than the instructor for technology problems.
Additionally, instructors should encourage students to create draft postings of
assignments in a word processor and save them before posting to the class.
This will minimize spelling and grammar mistakes and provide a backup copy
for the student in case of technical problems. Students should be reminded to
save all work on a computer hard drive and to a removable device, such as a
floppy disk or USB flash drive. Saving work to a USB drive allows the student
portability between home, office, and campus systems, and a chance of
recovery if systems go down.

Create a “Website of the Week” item in your course. Choose a website that
supports your lecture material and highlight it in its own session item. This
should spark interest in your lecture material.

Offering an icebreaker in the first session, such as “share your silliest moment
in college” or “name the animal you most identify with,” helps to alleviate
nervousness and provides insights to the fellow students’ personalities.
Several good icebreakers that also provide an instructor with student
information include: )

o The VARK learning styles (http://www.vark-
learn.com/english/index.asp). Determines Visual, Aural,
Read/Write and Kinesthetic learning styles.

o The Keirsey Temperament Sorter (http:.//www keirsey.com).
Determines temperament/personality style according to the Myers
Briggs profile.
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o The Kingdomality profiler (http://www.kingdomality.com). Provides
not only a Medieval vocational assessment, but is fun and
generates discussion.

Each of these websites offers instant feedback, and the students can post
their results and a short paragraph whether they agree or disagree.

Communication Tips

e The fourth principle of good practice for teaching is Give Prompt Feedback
(Chickering & Gamson, 1987). According to Graham, Cagiltay, Lim, Craner,
and Duffy (2001) there are two types of feedback for online teaching:
“‘information feedback” and “acknowledgement feedback.” Information
feedback answers their questions or provides information or comments.

Acknowledgement feedback assures the student you have received their
assignment submission or that you are in search of an answer to their
question and that you will respond soon. Sometimes you can give feedback to
the entire class reminding them that you are grading their papers and it will
take a week or so to respond.

This alleviates individual questions and comments. Because face to face
contact is not available, it is a good practice to respond as quickly as
possible. Please remember that students cannot see how busy you are when
trying to find the answer to their question or sitting behind your desk grading
their papers.

e Create standard email responses in a Word document to copy and paste
each semester such as your welcome email, reminders for certain
assignments, and instructions for good discussion board posting.

e Print out the first week’s discussion where students posted introductions and
keep it by your computer for the entire semester. When responding to a
student in email, scan the printout to review with whom you are speaking and
ask about their children or spouse by name. This creates a personal
connection with the student.

e Throughout the semester, send personal emails complimenting students on
their participation as a great morale booster and motivator.

o Fast-Back Hour - If there is a specific times when the instructor will be online,
he/she should include a “fastback” time, or online office hours. A fastback
time 1s a time period when students can expect a quicker than normal emall
response, usually within the hour or soon after the message is received.
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Many instructors offer online office hours where they enter the class chatroom
and wait for questions.

o Create a “Don’t Call Me, I'll Call You” pattern for grade information. Post a
course announcement or email to communicate to students each time grades
are posted. This alleviates individual emails from students requesting grades
on their assignments. Students will quickly realize the instructor will post
notification when grades are posted, so requests are unnecessary.

Discussion Boards

o Creating a sample discussion, or model, may increase students’
understanding of the participation requirement and how credit is assigned.

Feedback on the Discussion Board

o Itis difficult to provide individual feedback to each student on his/her
discussion posting since it would require individual emails each week.
However, students really need instructor feedback to improve in online
class discussion. Here is one solution that might be helpful:

= Each week, choose a well-written quote from one of the
student’s discussion postings. Explain to the students how this
posting not only met your expectations for the topic but it also
provided meaningful information to the class and stimulated
thoughtful discussion. Then, provide a summary of the class
discussion and include any important points that may have been
missed.

= Sending this emall out after every session will remind students
of good online discussion participation and that you are reading
all of the postings.

Discussion Roles
o Assign a moderator and summarizer for each class discussion. The
moderator is responsible for keeping the discussion on track. The
summarizer will provide a summation of the discussion once it is over
and email it to the students in the course. The instructor could ask for
volunteers or assign the roles in the beginning of the course.

Discussion Board Facilitation

o For good discussion board facilitation, the instructor should randomly
and selectively reply to students and provide prompt explanations or
further comments regarding the topic of discussion. The instructor or
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facilitator should provide feedback in the discussion even if it is merely
a “cheerleading” comment, redirection, or guideline submission.

o The instructor should intervene when the discussion seems to be
struggling or headed the wrong way (Palloff & Pratt, 2001) but should
not over-participate in the discussion, as this will be considered stifling
and restrictive. Some instructors prompt absentee or “lurker” students
with a gentle reminder email or a telephone call.

From: “Tips and Tricks for Teaching Online” by Shelton and
Saltsman published in the International Journal of Instructional
Technology and Distance Learning.

Online Ice Breaker Activities

Lost in Space —Sometimes, we learn more about people through their
priorities than their standard introductions. Here are the directions for this
assignment:

Direct the student “to imagine they have been living on the space station
for 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 to take five items with you” (Conrad & Donaldson,
2004, p. 52).

Next, the student should type their name as quickly as they can, followed
by the five items in a discussion board posting. This is not a time for
reflection, just a quick response.

The class will then review the lists and inquire of various students as to
why the students chose what they did (from Engaging the Online Learner
by Rita-Marie Conrad and J. Ana Donaldson).

Classmate Quiz — During the first week of class, we all ask our students
to post introductions. Direct the students to read all class introductions in
preparation for a quiz, worth Bonus Points, in Session 2. You can do this
by email or by creating a matching or multiple choice quiz in Blackboard.
Ask questions like “Who lives in Boston?” or “Who has the pet monkey?”
Give them three days to respond. This builds learning community in the
class which promotes learning according to the literature (from Engaging
the Online Learner by Rita-Marie Conrad and J. Ana Donaldson).

One Word — Students would think of a word that best describes them or
their life. They would post their word as the subject of the discussion
board posting and then explain why they chose that word in the body of
the posting. After all have posted, students would review and find
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someone whose word resonates with them. They would reply and try to
find at least two additional nouns that the two of them have in common
(from Engaging the Online Learner by Rita-Marie Conrad and J. Ana
Donaldson).

e Two Truths and a Lie - Have participants send two truths and a lie over a
course listserv or threaded discussion list (either whole class or in smaller
virtual teams). Have the other learners respond with their guess of the lie
(from Advanced Methods in Distance Educafion by K. Dooley, J. Lindner,
and L. Dooley).

» Costume Party - Have each student choose a costume to represent a
personality trait. They can take a digital picture and send it to the other
learners with a description (from Advanced Methods in Distance
Education by K. Dooley, J. Lindner, and L. Dooley).

¢ Write Your Own Epitaph - Participants will think about where they think
life will lead them (goals and aspirations) and then write their epitaph as
others would view their contributions (from Advanced Methods in Distance
Education by K. Dooley, J. Lindner, and L. Dooley).

e Pass It On - Each participant will deveiop a question to pass on to the
next participant (e g., "Where was the tallest tree you have ever
climbed?"). The participant then e-mails the question to another
participant. The second participant answers the question and then e-mails
the response along with the original question on to the next person. The
process is repeated until everyone has had a chance to answer. Then the
responses are returned to the originator of the question (from Advanced
Methods in Distance Education by K. Dooley, J. Lindner, and L. Dooley).

» Name Game - Have each learner create a mnemonic of their first name
and use that to describe themselves. Here's an example. My name is
Corky and | have a crazy sense of humor and love to have fun. My hobby
is amateur radio. My wife is much younger than | and we have a 4-year-
old. I teach freshman "Orientation to College" course, and as an "old" guy
(compared to my students) | enjoy the company of youngsters. So his
mnemonic would be...[C] Crazy- [O] Old- [R] Radio ham- [K] Knows-
[Y] Youngsters (from Advanced Methods in Distance Education by K.
Dooley, J. Lindner, and L. Dooley).

Online Assignments/Assessment

¢ | Didn't Know That!
For a reflective exercise at the middle of the course or specific unit, Use
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Blackboard Discussion Board and Have students post something new that
they have learned this week, either from another student, from the text, or
from class discussion. They should also indicate how they will use the new
information or skill. You would want to be sure to title the Discussion
Forum - | DIDN'T KNOW THAT so students will know where to post in the
discussion board for this assignment. Stuart Schwartz in Conrad and
Donaldson (2004).

AHA! Assignment: Ask students to keep a journal of Aha! or epiphany
moments they experience during the course. Encourage them to share
these moments in a discussion board at some point during the course or
on an ongoing basis. It will enrich the course.

Focused Listing - After reading the text or lecture material, have the
student recall the most important points related to a particular topic. These
could be posted in the Journal tool and may help prepare the student for
an exam (Classroom Assessment Technique by Thomas A. Angelo and K.
Patricia Cross).

Empty Outlines — Provide the student with an empty or partially
completed outline of lecture material or a reading assignment and direct
them to fill in the blanks. This could be completed in a Word document
and Assignment feature, the Quiz tool, or submitted to an online Journal or
Blog tool (Classroom Assessment Technique by Thomas A. Angelo and K.
Patricia Cross).

One-Minute Paper — Students could create a one-minute paper in the
essay function of the quiz tool with the timer set to one minute. This is a
good way to assess new information presented in the session (Classroom
Assessment Technique by Thomas A Angelo and K. Patricia Cross).

Muddiest Point — In the Discussion Board, ask the students, “What was
the muddiest point?” for a particular lesson and discuss it as a class. This
could yield content clarification and participation credit (Classroom
Assessment Technique by Thomas A. Angelo and K. Patricia Cross).

What, How, and Why Outline — In this exercise, have the student
analyze a particular type of content (reading, case study, literature, etc.)
and write brief notes answering the what, how, and why questions in
outline format. This can be submitted to the Assignment feature in
Blackboard and quickly read and assessed (Classroom Assessment
Technique by Thomas A. Angelo and K. Patricia Cross).

Analytic Memo — Require students to write a one—two page analysis of a
specific problem or issue. The person for whom the memo is being written
is usually identified as an employer, client, or a stakeholder who needs the
analysis to inform decision making (Classroom Asscssment Technique by
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Thomas A. Angelo and K. Patricia Cross).

WebQuest Activity

A WebQuest is an organized assignment activity using the Internet. All
information gathered by the students is drawn from the Web. These
activities can provide opportunities for students to think using levels of
analysis, synthesis, and evaluation. San Diego State University hosts a
website devoted to WebQuests located at hitp://webquest.org.

Check Points for Long Range Assighments

Online students will procrastinate! Long range assignments such as
projects, presentations, or papers will need to be duplicated throughout
the course as check points will create session reminders. Check point
examples are paper topic choices, draft outlines or preliminary peer
reviews. These can be created in the Blackboard assignment tool for
complete/incomplete settings, so grades are not necessary.

Discussion Board Makeup Assignment: If students fall to post in the
class discussion but truly need/want to receive credit, have the student
create a summary of the entire discussion and submit via email for credit.
This assures you they have read and understood the discussion even
though they were unable to participate. You may still assess a late penalty
as described in your syllabus.

Annotated Bibliography

An assignment for an annotated bibliography is a good idea as well.
Students perform web searches for a particular course topic and create an
annotated list. The list should have quality sites as defined by you and the
annotations that describe the sites should be well written, detailed, and
inviting. Each learner should have a different topic or this could be a group
exercise. Even better, would be to require them to find a learning object,
content that could be used to teach students in future classes.
lverson(2005).

Discussion Board Quiz

For this assignment, after course content has been presented, have the
students go to the Discussion Board for the assignment. Instead of asking
for their answers, have them create a question based upon the content
Just studied but do not post the answer. The second part of the
assignment is to have students post an answer to one of the questions
posted by their classmates. Then use the content of the forum to create a
follow-up quiz or test.

Problem-Based Learning

Problem based learning is great because online references can be placed
in Blackboard to solve a course related problem. Students can either work
collaboratively or apart to solve the case. They will need to identify,
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