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Engaging Diverse Student Cohorts: Did Someone Say
Completely Online?

C. Moore and L. Signor

Abstract—Student and teacher engagement is an ongoing
issue in online learning environments. Specifically
demonstration and assessment of evidenced generic skill
development of students is problematic. Most practitioners rely
on basic tools for facilitating online such as discussion boards
and chat rooms. This paper builds on the latter method and is
presented in an illustrative case study analysis. The case is of a
nationally recognised undergraduate online program which
provides educational practitioners with tangible examples
illustrating the implementation of pedagogical concepts and
theories for online teaching.

Index Terms—Diversity, generic skills, higher education,
online learning, student-centred discussion.

I. INTRODUCTION

Using a case study approach, this paper presents a
nationally recognized program [1] and builds on recent
publications co-authored by the writers [2], [3]. The papers
included brief discussions on their innovation to an
asynchronous communication approach adopted and adapted
from Wright and Schoop’s face-to-face ‘“student-centred
discussion model” (SCD) [4]. The innovation was in the
context of engaging diverse student cohorts in a fully online
undergraduate program.

This paper expands on these prior papers and discusses the
adopted elements for synchronous (real-time) online
student-centered discussion. The discussion is grounded in
pedagogical theory and supported with tangible examples
developed by the authors and implemented within several
units of study within the case.

Il. BACKGROUND

Adaption of [4]”s model for online collaboration was
undertaken in cohesion with our University’s strategic
requirement for evidenced-based student learning outcomes,
that is, the attainment of the following generic skills:

* Teamwork and communication skills;
* Analysis skills; and
* Problem-solving skills

Adhering to the University’s learning and teaching
strategic requirements for student evidenced learning
outcomes, as educators, the emergent challenges for us were
the pedagogical, instructional and curriculum design
concepts for fully online learning. For example: how to
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encourage our students to develop theoretical understandings
of their discipline within a real world learning environment
while validating their attainment of the generic skills.

The above generic skills form several of the primary
objectives for each of the units of study within the case study
and are in addition to the discipline specific learning
requirements of each unit. Conceptually we faced a complex
learning and teaching environment. For example, we have
observed over many years of teaching via discussion threads
that there is an unnatural “lag” in communication between
students and their peers in these forums; hardly conducive to
a team environment. Along with this was the challenge of
meeting the University’s requirements. As education
practitioners and in line with our own discipline’s underlying
philosophy of systems and pragmatic solution design i.e.
Information Technology; we looked for systematic and
evidenced-based strategies for engaging diverse student
cohorts in real-time online. Further, the opportunity to
incorporate real-time authenticity into our online
collaborative based activities for students was very exciting
in addition to being very important for student engagement

[5].

I1l.  EVOLVING PEDAGOGICAL PRACTICE DRAWING ON THE
CONTEMPORARY LITERATURE

To afford student achievement of the generic skills noted
above, we purposely and proactively informed our praxis
with both constructivist and social constructivist pedagogical
theories [2] as described by [6]. As a strategy this provided us
with a theoretical foundation for further development of
online pedagogical practice within the case.

The rationale behind supporting a constructivist approach
as part of the pedagogy was to acknowledge and facilitate a
diverse group of students in their attainment of generic skills
through real life scenarios. For example, we drew on [7]’s
opinion: “Constructivist models assume that the main
objective of teachers should be to support learners in gaining
experiences rather than aiming to transfer “knowledge
objects” from the teacher to the learner”.

Findings by [8] provided support for our rationale for the
integration of social constructivist theory for online
education and evidence-based learning outcomes. This was
primarily through their discussion targeting “assessment for
learning” “through social interactions”.

The extant literature has many examples of quantitative
evaluations based on the usage and uptake of real-time
sessions by students. Indeed, there are many articles which
focus on the merits of providing students with online
collaborative sessions for example [9], [10]. In contrast there
are several papers that detail educators' experiences on the
short comings in the online learning environment i.e. lack of
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student engagement through text-based environments
[11]-[14] and best uses of virtual classrooms [15]. What
appears to be absent in the literature is the focus on
approaches and techniques for engaging students from
diverse backgrounds within an online learning environment.

As part of the student engagement strategy developed and
implemented within the case, we provided active learning
opportunities for students as described in the seminal work of
Meyers and Jones [16]. In addition, to assist in alleviating
student and teacher isolation often experienced in the online
environment [17], socially orientated activities by informally
facilitating communities of practice ([18]-[21]) had been
introduced. For example: asynchronous online meet and
greet and “make the first move strategy” [3].

Coupled with the previously developed active learning
opportunities [3], in 2010 we began to actively and overtly
link the use of case studies as a tool for learning, together
with the more traditional learning materials (that is: lectures
and notes, learning exercises supported with asynchronous
discussion activities). This case study approach to learning
presents real-world scenarios which students critique and
analyze in order to make informed recommendations. The
approach was enabled by moving more purposefully to
synchronous technologies such as simple text based chat
rooms and to a lesser extent, experimental dynamic
environments such as “secondlife”. Within the available
literature at this time, [17] propounded that the use of case
studies actively engaged the learner within an asynchronous
environment; a finding we felt could be mirrored in a
synchronous environment as well to support the evidencing
of student development of generic skills, i.e. analysis and
problem solving.

Adopting and encapsulating both [10]’s discussion and
[16]’s active learning findings, we adapted current active
learning techniques within the case by driving the use of case

studies as a key component of the pedagogy. This was
achieved in part by utilizing several of [4]’s SCD elements,
thus evolving online SCD for our context, i.e. including
synchronous real-time activities as shown in Table | and
explained in the next section. It is noted that similar research
to align SCD elements to a predominantly asynchronous
online environment was undertaken in parallel but not in
cohesion with the case study presented in this paper by [22].

The case’s Online SCD saw specific protocols developed
and implemented (through action research methods) for
educators in the use of chat rooms. Chat rooms were chosen
as the primary vehicle to encourage exploration by students
mainly due to ease of access via the University’s Learning
Management System (LMS) and to a lesser extent the lack of
funding and support for the use of other tools at that time. As
such several protocols, presented as artifacts, emerged
cohesively from our praxis and scholarship that have been
employed for online facilitation across broad discipline areas
within the University. For example: Psychology, Marketing,
and Tourism Management.

IV. ARTIFACTS

This section provides illustration of three artifacts that
formed part of University wide staff development on blended
and online delivery during 2007-2012. The adoption and
adaption of the SCD model [4] from face-to-face to fully
online delivery is shown in Table I. Table Il illustrates the
real-time tutorial guidelines (developed for students and
educators to support the development of communication
skills by students. These guidelines were implemented across
several discipline areas and faculties. Table Il shows an
example of real-time online SCD in action is provided to
demonstrate evidence of student attainment of generic skills.

TABLE I: COMPARISON OF FACE-TO-FACE WITH ONLINE ENVIRONMENTS UTILIZING ELEMENTS OF THE WRIGHT AND SCHOOP [4] SCD MODEL

*Wright & Schoop
Student-Centred Discussion Model
Face-to-face environment

*Information Systems program
Adoption/Adaption/Innovation
Fully online environment

*Welcome message with every student’s name on it
posted on the door of the class room

*”Make the first move” strategy online
e post up a welcome message for students
o respond in kind to students as they post

*Students are provided with a sticky label for their
name to wear during class

*Student discussion threads have the title of the thread altered to include the student”s
name in the title response for easy identification and personalisation

Setting an agenda detailing time allowances for tutorial
activities

Setting an agenda with estimated time allocations for tutorial activities to be undertaken
Allowing for students late to the session to “know where the class is up to” without

This affords a transcript that is reasonably clear of unrelated conversation in the middle
of class discussions and becomes a useful document for students and educators after class.

For synchronous (real-time) classes:
in during the synchronous chats.

interrupting with “what are we up to?”.

For class discussions directing students by giving them
time constraints for discussion of questions within small
groups

For synchronous chats/class discussions directing students by giving them time
constraints for discussion of questions by the presenting cohort — see artefact two

Guidelines for participating in discussions within the
class and small groups

For synchronous chats/class discussions, addressing student and educator fears and

Guidelines for participating in synchronous chats — see artefact three

expectations in a real-time text based interaction.

(* Table elements reproduced from Moore and Signor (2013)) [3].
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TABLE Il: SYNCHRONOUS TUTORIAL GUIDELINES FOR STUDENTS AND EDUCATORS (© C. MOORE)

Guidelines

The nature of a chat room makes it very difficult to manage and participate in at times and so we need to formulate some guidelines to help the online tutorial
run smoothly. Over the years | have noted a number of problems that occur from my end as facilitator and from your end as participant. The following
describes possible problematic scenarios and suggested solutions to help overcome them. (If you have any suggestions please let me know. ©):

A. I’m Late to the Chat Room for the Tutorial

Please don’t say HELLO straight away if you are late, we are all happy to see you there, but often an entry in the middle of someone’s conversation can be
off putting and makes the transcript difficult to read. As facilitator, | will give you the cue for saying hello (if you are late) by saying WELCOME and your
name at the first opportunity.

B. Who Responds First?

As facilitator | will ask you by name to offer your ideas or thoughts on a question. IF you cannot answer the question then type: PASS or if you want to think
about the question a bit longer type: PASS LATER. | will come back to you. This way the chat room does not get hit with ten to fifteen responses at once which
is when we cannot keep up with them. If you are just dying to add your bit - which | know we all do at times, you will get your turn! © | know how you all love
to discuss things. You can “raise your hand” after some-one has finished their contribution to the discussion by typing HAND and | will know to wait for your
input.

C. I can’t Type very Fast

I am well aware that not all of us can type very fast — in a chat room we all feel we need to type as quickly as possible. If you are happy to respond to the
question straight away type in YES and then “enter” it onto the chat room and the class and | will know to wait — however when answering a question with a
lengthy response sometimes it is good to type half a sentence “enter” it onto the chat board and then add your remaining text. So we know this is happening, end
your first entry with ... and we all will be aware that there is more to come and we will wait.

D. When Is the Right Time to Ask Questions about Particular Things?

I include an AGENDA for each online tutorial with a rough outline of timelines — if you arrive late and have a burning question about something that
happened earlier in the online tutorial, please wait to near the end of class for the “any other questions” time and I am happy to answer you.

E. Can | View the Transcript?

Transcript for your tutorials will be available immediately from the chat room web page (i.e. just before you enter the chat room).

TABLE Ill: TEACHING EXAMPLE, FACILITATING ONLINE REAL-TIME “sticking to the agenda”’ using student’s nhames (p|ease see
DiscussioN (© C. MOORE) : : . YT :
18:12: Catherine Moore(Ins): Discuss between for 3 minutes the ip between Table_ I)’ Wea\”ng dISCUSS|0n and bu”dlng Ideas and
Toh5! Ctherine Moore(ns): souces o data, ncluing extrmal data and the data varshouss questions from students. The educator actively uses the
18:13: Roger RAMJET: specific info gathered from separate databases , used for queries -

18:13: Penelope PITSTOP: a data warehouse is a database that provides support for decision i 1 ( ) H H ili H
'gyydfqug guidelines (please see Table Il) in their facilitation of the
students

characteristic isthat it is non volitile meaning once the data is placed in the warehouse it s not usually

cUbject to changs of removal however he data warshouse o always growing real-time chat thus creating an environment where students

18:13: Catherine Moore(Ins): frogs to both of you! . .

18:14: Re RAMJET: thats why the te | dat: ired fe I

18:15: Catherine Moore(ins): Are you e to discuss the relationship... O pass? feel confident enough to share examples from their own work
Invite 18:16: Tom SLICK: A data warehouse brings in data from various external and internal resources,

students | which is cleansed and organised in a manner consistent vith the organisation's needs place, i.e. facilitating the incorporation of authenticity to the

into the 18:16: Catherine Moore(Ins): so the decision-makers can use it - yes Tom
d 18:16: Catherine Moore(Ins): Penelope? H

SCLESOT 15117, Peneiope PITSTOP. pace learning [5].
18:17: Catherine Moore(Ins): okay :-)
18:17: Catherine Moore(Ins): moving along then...
Discussipn 18:17: Catherine (Ins): enables the of the same data in

different formats...

18:18: Catherine discuss between yoursel for 3 minutes its potential benefits for MSS
students|  18:18: Catherine Moore(Ins): or pass -)
18:19: Tom SLICK: data is organised for quick answers in a way that decision makers want, not V. LIMITATIONS
system analysts *
18:20: Penelope PITSTOP: a potential benefit is the allowance of the end user to consolidate or
aggregate data at different levels H ithi H
T caterne Mooreine. Bidng o Tori cormtho s e deciion-maters? Whc There is a focus within the contemporary literature on
areas of the org do they come from? - - - -
18:20: Penelope PITSTOP: we use this kind of thing for our reports at company X engaging on line students in respect of addressi ng observed

18:20: Catherine Moore(Ins): Yes, and Penelope's response is building on Tom's as well

18:20: Penelope PITSTOP: the store staff can choose how they want the report displayed h i g h attr iti on rates With i n courses and prog rams [23] . Student

discussion

on 5?“3”‘ 18:21: Penelope PITSTOP: choose what information to include
e 18:21: Catherine Moore(Ins): Penelope can you give an example of a functional area and thetype of

eprtveynesty T TR T attrition rates are very important to learning institutions as
:21: Penelope : sales figures, order reports, basic lines and many many more M . . .

;:Eszpecrzlor:‘erineMoore(]ns] eg Marketing manager might like data organixed first by region, then by they are Often aSSOCiated Wlth quaiity iearning outcomes
1822 Penetope PITSTOP ag baic Ined e sor can chocse f anly ses hersoek mocels (10w amongst other institutional realities such as funding issues

much stock they should be ordering) R R N

1622 benclope PITSTOR. ol o e ot - eeeed o and student perceptions over quality. In a recently published
1522 Cavrine oote(ns) rrks Penipe s snonesisraveaneari ey s e o literature review [24], some twenty robust research studies
Acknowledge share?

student 18:23: Roger RAMJET: data is organised and presented in multiple dimensions, making it easier to focusing on Online Student attrition rates were reported on

contributions | view and analyse
18:23: Catherine Moore(Ins): or pass?

16:24 Roger RAMJET- what about the vrious product mix o the orgarisation with a general finding that a student’s level of persistency

18:24: Tom SLICK: certain stock can be allocated to certain geographical areas . R R . .
18:24: Catherine Moore(Ins): yes Roger

16:24: Catherine Moore(ins):yo2 Rog (measured by specific factors) influenced their continuation
18:24: Catherine Moore(Ins): I then... 1 H H

16:24: Catharine Moore(Ins).ifve e produeng althese reports o help us in decison-making in online programs. Although this paper does not focus on
18:24: Catherine Moore(Ins): we need to consider the data acquisition in the firsst place...

16:25: Penelope PITSTOP: yes attrition rates, it is acknowledged that student engagement

18:25: Penelope PITSTOP: the data has to come from somewhere and needs to be accurate

18:25: Catherine Moore(Ins): Why are data quality and data integrity so important then? H H H H

16:25: Panelops PITSTOP: usually an inferfabe I urih niormaton s enfired techniques may have a strong relationship with student
8:24: Catherine Moore(Ins): moving along then... retention Strateg i es.

18:24: Catherine Moore(Ins): if we are producing all these reports to help us in decision-making

Ask for
examples

or
clarificatiol
—use

18:24: Catherine Moore(Ins): we need to consider the data acquisition in the firsst place St « H H
16:25: Ponelops PITSTOP.yer Another lens prevalent within the “engaging online
the class 18:25: Penelope PITSTOP: the data has to come from somewhere and needs to be accurate . 9 & . . .
18:25: Catherine Moore(Ins): Why are data quality and data integrity so important then?
along 18:25: Penelope PITSTOP: usually an interface in which information is entered StUdents I Ite ratU re” 1s that Of StUdent emOtI Onal | nte I I Igence

iggg EZ;E‘:’I'.%Z%TSJ?Tpﬁnfde;::dﬁ:;i’:&‘mn"fSth:;i’;;é:IW"f* e and their ability to engage or have social presence in online
. Catherine Moore(Ins): Penelope your point on ‘information is entered’ is a good one thal . . . . .
viould ke fo focus on fora moment. settings, especially around addressing isolation ([17],

[19]-[21]). Again, while this is an important area of continual

As a proof of concept a de-identified real-time online chat  jnyestigation, it is outside the scope of this study. However, it
room transcript is presented (please see Table Ill). The s worthwhile noting that a common theme in the literature
transcript provides a window into the power of informing  \yas on the importance of student emotional intelligence. This
pedagogy using models and theory to transcend delivery \as particularly evident for informing the use of

modes. There are several examples within the transcript that  communication tools in predominantly text based online
demonstrate how the educator moves students on, i.e.  |earning environments ([25]-[27]).
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V1. CONCLUSION

The case reviewed and analysed in this paper is an
Australian university open access online undergraduate
bachelor program, nationally recognised for its inclusive
online pedagogy [1]. The study revealed several
generalisations manifest in artifacts that have been
transferred across several undergraduate disciplines and
online programs at our University. Using sound pedagogical
principles of constructivism and social-constructivism,
practitioners engaged diverse student cohorts in real-time
collaborative sessions.

Within the case, we found through general observation
that the enhanced pedagogical approach of Online SCD, as
facilitated through a synchronous environment, afforded
students and educators the opportunity for real-time
demonstration and assessment of evidenced generic skill
development. The Online SCD collaborative environment
was so successful within the case that student sourced work
scenarios were able to be integrated into active case study
discussions (de-identified) and assessments [2] facilitating
authentic learning opportunities online [5]. The integration of
student sourced work scenarios now forms the basis for
future research within the context of engaging diverse
students in an online learning environment.
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