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To the memory of Kim Foreman—educational technology professor, big sister, online
learning experimenter, colleague, blogger, poet, friend, and Christian missionary.
—cjb

To the millions of online learners around the world, brave enough to take on this online learn-
ing beast; you blaze the path for our understanding of what it takes to succeed.
—ek

Kim Foreman and friends celebrate graduation at the National University of Rwanda.
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PREFACE TO TEC-VARIETY

Ki te kahore he whakakitenga ka ngaro te iwi.
Translation: Without foresight or vision the people will be lost.

—Kingi Tawhiao Potatau te Wherwhero, demonstrating the urgency
of unification and strong Maori leadership

The Web of Learning

Many ideas and events led to the development of the TEC-VARIETY
framework and the 100+ activities for motivating and retaining online
learners described in this book. Much of it has its roots in the mid-
1980s, long before most educators had ever heard of online learning.

At the time, Bonk was, in fact, a deeply bored accountant working in a
high-technology company. In his spare time, he enrolled in paper-based
correspondence and television courses as well as outreach and extension
courses to qualify for graduate school in educational psychology at the
University of Wisconsin. During these courses, he learned much con-
tent knowledge in education as well as psychology. Perhaps more im-
portant, Bonk gained an appreciation for the multiple modes of
educational delivery as well as the varied ways in which learners could
access courses, and then change or improve their lives. When online
learning began taking off a little over a decade later, he coordinated sev-
eral national research projects on the state of e-learning and blended
learning in both higher education as well as corporate training in the
United States. His research soon entered into K-12 and military train-
ing settings and then expanded globally.

In each project, many benefits and challenges regarding online learning
were documented. For instance, as with centuries of correspondence
and face-to-face courses, most online courses initially relied on text
alone. There was often a cookie-cutter or one-size-fits-all mentality of
the right way to do things and often a favored instructional design mod-
el that would win the day. Such is the history of the instructional design
field. As was soon apparent, however, prescriptive forms of instruction
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belonged to the previous world of scant learning resources and limited
selections; they were not applicable to an open learning world housing
vast resources, choices, and opportunities to learn.

Fast-forward to the age of the Web 2.0 in the second decade of the
twenty-first century. We live in a world rich with golden nuggets of free
and open learning content as well as technologies for interacting and
collaborating about them. Not too surprisingly, relying on prescriptions
and preset paths can lead to boredom and protests. There might also be
contempt for instructors who are unwilling to allow individuals to learn
as they do in more informal settings where they might rely on Twitter
feeds, text messages, online news and reports, mobile applications, Fa-
cebook postings, and shared online video. Today’s learners also want in-
struction to be highly connected to their occupations and interests. This
yearning for relevant and meaningful learning will not subside anytime
soon.

With the growing zest for interactive, collaborative, dynamic, and rele-
vant instruction, there is something significant happening in learning
environments today across every educational level and sector. Simply
put, the creation of learning materials is no longer the sole province of
the instructor, instructional designer, or some other educational expert.
In this new age of learning, everyone can contribute something to the
palette of course materials and resources. The Web 2.0 tilts the balance
of power in the classroom toward those doing the learning. They no
longer have to passively consume or browse through available contents.
Now, they can add to them. As Brown and Adler (2008) contend, learn-
ers’ minds are now on fire as they discover and create new information
and then reveal it to others.

To emphasize the learning possibilities of the Web, at times we often
refer to the Web as “the Web of Learning.” This Web of Learning brings
a rich tapestry of learning possibilities to each connected citizen of this
planet (Bonk, 2009). The Web of Learning metaphor reminds those
teaching and learning online of the thousands or perhaps millions of in-
terconnected learning-related uses of online resources and technologies.
In effect, it expands the confines of traditional classroom learning by
empowering learners to draw from informal learning and active social
networks. Online instructors can bring in experts to their classes for re-
al-time discussions as well as asynchronous ones. In addition to experts,
learners from remote parts of the world can collaborate or interact with
peers in their class. Curiosity is piqued. Feedback is enhanced. There is
an authentic audience to interact with that extends beyond the instruc-
tor or online course system. The motivational level of learners can be el-
evated several degrees.

Learning now resides within everyone’s reach. It comes along with us
when we attend a musical or art exhibit. When in such a setting, mobile
devices can call up pertinent information that is contextually based,
thereby filling in the gaps in one’s knowledge and accelerating personal
growth within a field of study. Today, resources laid down by others
along our learning trail can be quickly accessed and explored. These
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learning markers might come in the form of comments and ratings on
news articles, suggested links in Facebook status updates, tweets in
Twitter to still other resources, or trackbacks embedded in blog post-
ings. Without a doubt, this is a new learning age. We are in the “Learn-
ing Century.”

Despite the plethora of ways to learn today, most online courses remain
caught up in old expectations of how a course is conducted. There are
captured lectures to watch and articles or e-books to read prior to unit
quizzes and summative examinations. Such courses remain firmly root-
ed in a text-centered past. A joke often heard at the dawn of online
learning was that some institutions and organizations were giving certif-
icates and degrees in electronic page turning. Suffice it to say, in the age
of the Web 2.0, such an approach is definitely not a laughing matter. It
is no small wonder why students spurn such dreary classes in favor of
those that are more in keeping with the times.

Intentions

Each day, and at times, each moment of that day, educators come face-
to-face with the vast technological changes of the past decade. They lis-
ten to podcasts. They Skype to communicate with distant friends and
relatives. They text message their spouses and children about dinner
plans or the movies. Some might have a personal blog or one that they
use for class activities. Others use a wiki to organize class content or to
set the agenda for a meeting. To get ready for such a meeting, they
might turn to Google Docs or Wikispaces to gather and share initial
ideas. The technology list and possibilities for putting them into use are
only limited by one’s imagination and willingness to try them out.

The TEC-VARIETY framework purposely takes into account these cur-
rent technology trends and attempts to stimulate their use in pedagogi-
cally effective ways. As such, it rests at the intersection of such exciting
educational affordances brought about by emerging learning technolo-
gies, intrinsic as well as extrinsic motivation-related theories, and the
rapidly shifting perspectives on teaching and learning philosophies and
approaches.

For online educators who are frustrated with never-ending waves of
technology and the lack of training on how to effectively use them in
their courses, we hope that the TEC-VARIETY framework can offer a
ray of sunshine and a new beginning for online educators worldwide. As
part of that hope, such educators might find activities and strategies that
they can make use of to nurture engagement and success online. These
strategies can breathe life into current classes and programs that are fail-
ing to engage their learners. They tap into learners’ inner resources and
desires to learn and grow toward a better future. At the same time, they
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can invite the global sharing of ideas and knowledge as part of a world-
wide community or family of learners.

Since the dawn of Web-based instruction, most educators have grown
accustomed to ceaseless calls to change their educational practices and
reform their schools, institutions, or training programs. They have
probably read countless reports about the need for learning to be situat-
ed and constructed by the learner. Active learning is a repeated mantra
that is heard whether one is peeking in to observe a teacher in a K-12
classroom, walking down a cavernous hallway of some large higher edu-
cation institution, sitting in the back rows of a military or corporate
training summit or institute, or attending a grantees meeting of an edu-
cational foundation or government agency.

The proponents of new learning theories (e.g., social constructivism,
situated cognition, connectivism, and so on) are well intended. Howev-
er, educators in the trenches of teaching and learning need memorable,
practical, and easier ways to implement active learning ideas. This book
is intended as a timely and extremely usable framework for nearly any
use of technology in teaching or training. However, it is particularly
suitable for fully online and blended learning courses and programs. We
want online educators and trainers to apply it immediately in their in-
structional practices. We also want them to discuss and debate with
other instructors as they work with it, and compare it to any other
framework or theory on which they are presently relying.

Just how can theory help inform our use of technology? More specifical-
ly, how might theories of human motivation become applied in online
and blended learning environments? For one, there is a growing realiza-
tion that human motivation is not simply about understanding learner
drives and internal feeling states but must also take into account the
wider sociocultural, developmental, and ecological factors influencing
learner actions. The learning context or environment is as critical an as-
pect for continuing performance as one’s personal volition or passion to
learn. Of course, personal passions and goals are vital to learning, but
influential too is the learning environment or path that is laid out to
help in that success. The TEC-VARIETY framework considers all of
these factors—the individual motivational state of the learner or sets of
learners you are working with as well as the technology tools and re-
sources, the pedagogical practices or activities, and various other con-
textual variables.

At the same time that there are many converging technology trends to
consider, educators are faced with a host of difficult questions to which
the general public wants answers. Some of these questions are economic
in nature as the costs of traditional education skyrocket. There is much
sentiment that online learning can save both time and money. Many
educators and politicians note that open educational resources such as
the freely available course contents from MIT, Berkeley, and Harvard
might save people tens of thousands of dollars in their educational pur-
suits. Unfortunately, there will be scant savings if learners become bored
online and drop out of a class or a program entirely.
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In response, we hope that the 15 chapters of this book will enlighten
online educators and learners across the planet about the prospect of
online learning. After reading part or all of this book, educators will
come to realize that in a short decade or two, we have moved from a few
highly limited alternatives for delivering education to hundreds of new
instructional formats, many of which were totally unimaginable just a
year or two back. Where correspondence and television courses as well
as books on tape once were the only nontraditional educational options,
today you will discover virtual, open, collaborative, massive, and mobile
learning formats that can reach learners anywhere and anytime.

We fully realize that there may be dozens or even hundreds of other
frameworks available to take advantage of emerging theory and tech-
nology. Perhaps TEC-VARIETY can be one of the beacons which online
educators can use to help signal some safe and exciting learning passag-
es. The motivational principles elaborated in this book can assist online
educators to appropriately harness the many affordances of the Web.
When that happens, their students can participate in engaging teaching-
learning interactions that lead not only to some short-term learning
successes but to more positive views of themselves as learners and a
genuine love for this process we call learning.

During the evolution of Web-based forms of learning, you may come
across new tools, resources, and materials. If there is a particular tech-
nology, Web resource, or learning activity that you believe would en-
hance this book or would open our eyes to unique learning
opportunities found in the Web of Learning, please do not hesitate to
share it with us. Perhaps you were able to expand on or modify one or
more of the activities suggested in this book in ways that suited your
own teaching styles, content, audiences, and contexts. Or maybe you
discovered powerful, new approaches for implementing one or more of
our activities. We encourage those who created new adaptations of the
activities to share their ideas and success stories with us as well as any
setbacks and challenges.

We are looking forward to such sharing as we grow and learn from
them as part of a community of worldwide scholars and practitioners
who use a little bit of TEC-VARIETY each day. To facilitate this flow of
information, we intend to continually update the TEC-VARIETY book
website (see http://tec-variety.com/) with new pedagogical activities and
ideas, technology tools, reviews, and announcements as well as stories of
best practices. You can find a free PDF of the entire book at www.tec-
variety.com that anyone is most welcome to download, use, copy, and
share with others. Information on ordering paper and digital versions of
the book from Amazon CreateSpace can also be found there. Feel free to
contact the first author at Curt@worldisopen.com or the second author
at ekhoo@waikato.ac.nz with such ideas and suggestions. We hope to
hear from you.

Curtis J. Bonk Elaine Khoo
Indiana University University of Waikato
Bloomington, Indiana, USA Hamilton, New Zealand
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CHAPTER ONE

INTRODUCING TEC-VARIETY

Do you want to know who you are?

Don’t ask. Act! Action will delineate and define you.

—Thomas Jefferson

Background

There comes a moment when you just know the time is ripe to push in-
to an area. Today that area happens to be motivation and retention in
online learning. Some might argue that the need for such a book was al-
ready apparent more than a decade ago. Online learning exploded in the
late 1990s, especially for those in adult sectors like higher education,
corporate training, and the military (Allen & Seaman, 2004, 2007, 2010,
2014). The K-12 sector, in contrast, heated up much more recently
(Picciano & Seaman, 2008; Watson, Murin, Vashaw, Gemin, & Rapp,
and colleagues at Evergreen Education Group, 2010; Watson, 2007). Re-
search conducted at the turn of the century, including that by Bonk, re-
vealed enormous online dropout rates. In higher education settings, it
was not unusual to hear about the loss of 20-30 percent of enrolled stu-
dents (Bonk, 2002a). That percentage would often double in the world
of corporate and military training (Bonk, 2002b; Frankola, 2001). These
data were troubling. What was happening to cause so many individuals
to give up their quest to learn online? And what could be done about it?

The common refrain was that there was little engagement within online
courses. Students would complete assigned tasks similar to those given
in a correspondence or television course and wait for feedback or com-
ments from the instructor. For many, there were technical barriers and
problems that surfaced even before they could enter the online course.
Once they surmounted such challenges, they had to figure out what was
expected and when. The directions for all this were often sketchy and
assumed a level of online technology prowess that few had.

Overcoming such issues was not particularly easy. Making matters
worse, all that your technology access got you was a stamp on your tick-
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et to the online learning club. Then it came time for completing your as-
signed tasks and submitting them. Unlike traditional classrooms, there
were often no peers to run ideas by, remind each other of upcoming
tasks, or discuss and debate ideas with. Given that online learning was
so new for everyone involved, there were limited examples of prior
work and minimal job aids for completing tasks. Compounding such
problems, most online content was severely lacking in quality.

For those who persisted with their online learning quests, there were
few learning enticements in those early online learning days. Online
courses typically provided limited goals or products to strive toward.
When there was a goal, there was a highly constrained or unclear audi-
ence for learners’ work. Who would be providing feedback on students’
final products? Too often, little such feedback came. There was much
irony here given that, unlike in face-to-face settings, students working
in online or blended courses expected feedback on everything they post-
ed to the Web. This was somewhat of a revelation for those accustomed
to teaching in traditional, walled classrooms. Those with experience
teaching correspondence courses or with tutoring students might not
have been so shell-shocked. But most were not adequately prepared for
this brave new online learning world.

Suffice it to say, without feedback or comparison points, online students
were uncertain of their learning progress. They were in a state of learn-
ing limbo. As Stanford psychologist Albert Bandura (1986, 1997) might
say, there was scant opportunity to develop students’ self-efficacy as
online learners. Part of the problem was that there were few bench-
marks to which to compare their performance. And when there was a
target, they were often told that they were lacking in some skill or com-
petency and could not pass on to the next level. Such gated learning
communities with limited forms of feedback were especially prevalent
in military and government training settings (Bonk, Olson, Wisher, &
Orvis, 2002).

Given this situation, it was no small wonder that there were quite hearty
student drop-out numbers and plenty of other problems in those early
years. Of course, these were just a few of the barriers and challenges fac-
ing online learners. Further fuel for the online retention travesty was the
general lack of instructor and student training for such environments.
Add to that, poorly designed courses, insufficient or inept strategic
planning, and constantly changing demands and expectations, and
much could and did go wrong in those early online courses. Still, the
hype bandwagon kept playing the all-too-familiar songs, such as “if you
build it, they will come” and “if you do not jump in now, it will be too
late.”
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The Read, Reflect, Display, and Do (R2D2) Model

In partial response to this situation, in 2005, Bonk designed an easy-to-
apply and highly practical framework for addressing more diverse
learner needs (Bonk & Zhang, 2006). It is called the Read, Reflect, Dis-
play, and Do (R2D2) model (see Figure 1.1). The R2D2 model was pub-
lished in a book titled Empowering Online Learning: 100+ Activities for
Reading, Reflecting, Displaying, and Doing (Bonk & Zhang, 2008). In the
book, there were 25 activities for each of the four quadrants of the mod-
el, or 100 activities in total. As explained in Empowering Online Learn-
ing, some might think of the R2D2 model as a knowledge acquisition
and use cycle as well as a problem-solving wheel.

Figure 1.1. R2D2 Components

The first phase of the model emphasizes reading, listening, and text-
based activities. That initial phase or component helps to focus instruc-
tion on acquiring knowledge through various mechanisms including
online readings, podcasts, and Web-streamed lectures. Next, in the se-
cond phase, the R2D2 model highlights the observational side of learn-
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ing. In this component, the online instructor targets reflection on con-
tent and self-checking or reviewing learners’ understanding of, for ex-
ample, blogging, online practice tests, and shared online video
reflections. Third, the model highlights visual forms of learning includ-
ing timelines, concept maps, flowcharts, and videos. Here, the learner is
required to create visual representations of her learning and put it on
display for the instructor or others to review and comment on. Alterna-
tively, a learner might use or review the visual content or depictions
created by others. Finally, the fourth phase of R2D2 is intended to en-
courage practice or hands-on experimentation with the learned content.
In this phase, learners operationalize the content by solving cases, com-
pleting various problems in a simulation, or posting a report or video
summary. As these activities take place, course content and activities
become more enriching and personally meaningtul for learners.

As with any educational model, there are many caveats and guidelines.
For instance, the four phases can proceed in any order. In addition,
those using R2D2 should keep in mind that many activities take place in
two or more phases of the model. In the end, the instructor and others
involved in the design, delivery, and implementation of the course can
decide on how, when, and where R2D2 might prove beneficial for their
context. They might even employ it as a means to design or prepare in-
struction.

Rather than an instructional design model per se, R2D2 is a means to
make sense of the learning and instruction possibilities of the Web. It is
a simple four-part model of what is now possible online, and is also in-
tended to help with addressing diverse learners and offering more varie-
ty, flexibility, choice, and learning empowerment. Some may, in fact,
use it as a learning style model. Others could use it to fashion courses
from a problem-solving point of view.

Whatever the perspective, R2D2 can help teachers think about their
online instructional practices. It is just one model. But it is a starting
point for online teaching and learning considerations. And it can be a
means of reducing the tension and stress of teaching online. Given the
never-ending parade of emerging technologies for learning, both expe-
rienced and novice online instructors face great difficulties deciding
which tools, activities, and resources can enhance their online and
blended courses. R2D2 can help.

The TEC-VARIETY Framework

A second guide to assist those new to online learning or seeking addi-
tional support is an acronym called the TEC-VARIETY framework. As
indicated by the title, this book will present many stories, examples, and
ideas regarding how this easy-to-remember mnemonic aid can enhance
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online instruction. In some ways, the TEC-VARIETY framework builds
on the R2D2 model. For instance, it also synthesizes the varied ways for
enhancing Web pedagogy into a few principles or ideas that, when
combined, can powerfully boost the chances for online learning success.
However, instead of four aspects of learning—reading, reflecting, dis-
playing, and doing—this framework addresses different aspects of
learner motivation. In fact, as noted below, each letter of TEC-
VARIETY stands for one or more motivational principles.

2. Tone/Climate: Psychological Safety, Comfort, Sense of Belong-
in

Er%couragement: Feedback, Responsiveness, Praise, Supports
Curiosity: Surprise, Intrigue, Unknowns

Variety: Novelty, Fun, Fantasy

Autonomy: Choice, Control, Flexibility, Opportunities
Relevance: Meaningful, Authentic, Interesting

Interactivity: Collaborative, Team-Based, Community

9. Engagement: Effort, Involvement, Excitement

10. Tension: Challenge, Dissonance, Controversy

11. Yielding Products: Goal Driven, Purposeful Vision, Ownership

The TEC-VARIETY framework represents our combined three decades
of research, teaching, and general exploration in Web-based learning
environments. Since the start of this millennium, each of us had thought
deeply about ways to elevate the quality of online learning. From time to
time, we shared our insights and ideas with each other. Initially, we
were concerned about issues related to effective online moderating and
facilitating. Khoo, in fact, closely studied online moderation for a num-
ber of years as part of her dissertation research. As the two of us dis-
cussed, reflected on, and wrote about effective pedagogy, we found
among online educators and those considering teaching online a general
lack of understanding about how to motivate their students and raise
their level of engagement. This concern extended to Web-enhanced or
supplemented courses, not just fully online ones. In fact, the following
quotation from an instructor whom Khoo interviewed epitomizes some
of those issues. He described how his online teaching pedagogy eventu-
ally evolved from “shovelware” into a more refined practice: “We’re all
new at the game and we all evolve in how we go about teaching because
when we did start we were very much ‘shovelware’ sort of people. We
almost transcribed our on-campus lectures and put them up there on
the computer for people to sit and read our lectures but as time has
gone by, we've found that that isn’t very effective.”

PN W

The transition for this instructor, however, did not happen overnight.
The evolution required a constant examination and reflection of his
teaching beliefs and practices coupled with a degree of risk taking and
experimentation to take advantage of the Web’s capabilities to enhance
his students’ learning. Only once this had occurred could this instructor
begin to recraft and perfect his art at online instruction—an important
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point which we will revisit several times in the remaining chapters of
this book.

It was also clear from our own experiences and from the prevailing lit-
erature that motivation has a direct bearing on student satisfaction and
ultimately on learner retention in online and blended courses. Of
course, we realized that motivation was a major concern not only for in-
structors but for administrators faced with decisions about whether to
offer particular classes, degrees, or programs online. Students, too,
wanted to be assured that they were not being sent to some type of
learning purgatory or detention camp when enrolling in such courses.
Although technology-rich learning environments initially intrigued
them, many had heard the horror stories about online courses and pro-
grams.

With that in mind, we spent a couple of years collecting, reading, and
categorizing articles related to student motivation. For nearly a decade
now Bonk has presented ideas related to online motivation and reten-
tion to many audiences, from K-12 to higher education to corporate
and military training and beyond. During this time, he has accumulated
a suite of online learning examples for an assortment of motivational
principles from audience members, colleagues, and his own personal
explorations. Gradually, these principles became formulated in the
“TEC-VARIETY” mnemonic or framework.

We hope that, like R2D2 before it, TEC-VARIETY can be a catalyst for
discussing, developing, and delivering online courses or course compo-
nents. Each time we share the TEC-VARIETY framework, audience
feedback indicates extensive interest. They soon discover that when the
ten principles are combined, the results can be extremely powerful.
People who have applied the framework have not only told us that it
works, but they have sent us hundreds of engaging examples of how
they are using it.

In addition to such anecdotal evidence, our own research in corporate
and military training as well as K-12 schools and higher education envi-
ronments indicates that each of the 10 principles plays a key role in
online learning success. As you will discover in the ensuing chapters,
our research and that of many others highlights the importance of mov-
ing from traditional instructional formats with teacher telling or lec-
ture-based practices and requisite textbooks to an environment where
there is much more learner discussion and reflection on content. Suc-
cess occurs when learners feel that they know each other well. It also
happens when there are choices and at least some degree of flexibility in
learning, when students take ownership over their learning, and when
galleries of learner projects and products are on display for others to
discuss and debate. Such environments are more hands-on, collabora-
tive, and active (Kim & Bonk, 2006). TEC-VARIETY can guide and fa-
cilitate such educational transformations.

Each framework, R2D2 and TEC-VARIETY, can play a role in enhanc-
ing your online courses and activities. Their respective use will depend
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on your course content and context, the cultural backgrounds of the
participants, student and instructor familiarity with online learning, and
any known learning preferences. As indicated, we firmly believe that
motivation provides the core structure for online learning success.
When instructors can capture student interest in the specific learning
activity, or, better yet, the overall course or program, then the road to
success is more swiftly and energetically traveled. Besides a desire to
learn, students need to feel not only curiosity and excitement about the
course contents, but also some sense of tension and challenge along the
way. They need to experience a sense of empowerment and control over
their learning destinies, enhanced by the social presence of their instruc-
tors and fellow students. Such individuals help lay the markers and
signposts along the trail of learner success.

Book Content and Organization

As in the R2D2 book before it, a set of instructional options facing
online instructors and support personnel has been detailed for each ac-
tivity in this book. These options include the degree of risk, time, and
cost; all are rated from low to high. We also note the degree of learner-
centeredness of each task. Most online instructors we encounter in our
respective travels claim to be seeking activities that contain minimal
risk, are user-friendly and inexpensive, and do not chew up a ton of
time. Although low-risk, low-cost, and low-time activities can pique in-
structors’ interests, in actuality, many are quite willing to experiment at
the outer edges of the risk and time continua. Some might even have
funding to pay for websites or tools that charge a fee. Our detailed in-
formation about such variables is intended to help with task selection as
well as professional reflection on your teaching. We hope that it also
helps to nudge many of you reading this book to try out ideas that you
had not considered previously and then share them with your col-
leagues.

In the coming chapters, we will often mention an educational setting
where we have seen an activity used. That does not preclude its use in
another area or environment. In fact, it is crucial to point out that an
online activity deemed applicable to a particular discipline, educational
group, or age level can often find substantive use within another educa-
tional population or environment. With the appropriate modifications
and guidelines, nearly all of the 100 strategies outlined in this book can
be applied to any population of learners.

The format of this book is intended to help the reader make sense of the
powerful learning opportunities in this Web of learning. As with the
R2D2 book, in this particular book, you will find the following:
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® Details on 100 easy-to-implement online instructional activities.

® Ideas for varying and extending each activity, amounting to a wealth of
ideas for creating highly motivational online learning courses and envi-
ronments.

® Caveats and practical guidance for each activity as well as recommen-
dations for the TEC-VARIETY framework as a whole. Such advice
should prove beneficial to online instructors, instructional designers,
courseware designers, course management developers and vendors,
training managers and administrators, and many others.

® Ideas, anecdotes, and examples to which online instructors and their
students can personally relate.

® Anassembly of Web-based learning tools and resources that are poten-
tially useful in a range of learning situations, educational sectors, and
tields or disciplines, in addition to ideas for how to thoughtfully inte-
grate them.

This book is divided into three parts. At the beginning of the first sec-
tion, the Preface describes the background information for this book.
Here in Chapter One, we introduce the TEC-VARIETY framework and
explain the journey that led to it. We also delineate the purpose and
scope of this book. The second chapter lays out the theory, research, and
practice related to online attrition and retention. In the third chapter,
key motivational concepts and principles are detailed from the stand-
point of four perspectives on human learning—namely, behaviorism,
cognitivism, constructivism, and sociocultural theory. We also delve
more deeply into the associated psychological principles of the frame-
work. Given that research on human motivation extends back for more
than a century, we will focus on that which is most pertinent to online
learning environments. As such, Chapter Three will concentrate on
principles such as feedback, psychological safety, control, dissonance,
fantasy, engagement, goal setting, and interactivity. The first few chap-
ters along with the Preface, therefore, will form the core or base for the

online motivation-related applications documented in much of the rest
of the book.

The TEC-VARIETY framework has 10 main principles. Each principle
will have its own featured chapter; that is, Chapters Four to Thirteen
will each contain 10 activities, forming the second key section of this
book. To help the reader, Table 1.1 is an overview of the 10 main prin-
ciples of the framework and the corresponding instructional activities
for each principle detailed in this book.

In the third section, Chapter Fourteen offers an assortment of ideas for
how to work with resistant and less experienced online instructors,
those who are new to online learning and instruction, and those who are
more experienced but have not yet attempted a blended or fully online
course. As noted in that chapter, such ideas should be bound into a sys-
temic professional development program or initiative, not simply treat-
ed as one-off solutions. Finally, Chapter Fifteen recaps the journey
within the book and the components of the TEC-VARIETY framework
while suggesting how the framework might find even more extensive

TEC-VARIETY = Bonk & Khoo = p. 21
PAGE PROOFS = 2/9/2014



use in the future. In this final chapter, we summarize the 100+ activities
and assorted ideas from the previous chapters into one table showing
the degree of time, risk, and cost for each activity. We also discuss ways
to integrate various principles of the framework to create more effective
and engaging fully online and blended learning courses.

Using the two recap tables, the reader can quickly find needed infor-
mation applicable to one or more component of the TEC-VARIETY
framework. When combined, Chapters Four through Thirteen contain
the 100+ advertised activities of this book. If it is the start of your online
class and you are in need of an icebreaker, there are 10 sample ones in
Chapter Four. On the other hand, if you are reaching the end of a unit
or the course, you might find the product-based ideas of Chapter Thir-
teen more to your liking. And if you simply desire a change of pace,
then the ideas and activities of Chapter Seven on variety may have just
what you seek. In whatever ways you plan to use this book, it is vital to
be thoughtful in your integration and exploitation of Web technology.

As indicated, there are more than 100 different activities in this one
book. To help the reader review and understand as many of these as
possible, a description and purpose is included for each activity. Also
detailed are the skills and objectives, advice and ideas, and various in-
structional considerations related to the degree of time, risk, cost, and
learner-centeredness of each activity. We also offer a variation for each
activity. Such variations raise the pool of instructional ideas in this book
from 100 to at least 200. And when the ideas from both the R2D2 book
and this one are combined, juxtaposed against one another, and inter-
mingled in ways heretofore not seen, there are seemingly countless ideas
for online instructors to consider.

What should become apparent is that this book simultaneously provides
an overarching lens related to motivation with technology as well as a
series of specific approaches for effective instruction. You will find a
macro framework in addition to dozens of more micro-level ideas that
can be implemented each time you journey online. This book should
provide you with a convenient and purposeful toolkit to boost your
confidence as an online instructor or instructional designer. It should
also offer needed information for managers and directors of learning
organizations and enrichment for the casual observer who is simply in-
terested in online learning. As TEC-VARIETY becomes part of your in-
structional blood, it may even have an impact on your instructional
decisions in traditional face-to-face instructional settings. Once the
framework is internalized, you might be better equipped to address di-
verse learner needs and personalize their learning environment in novel
and exciting ways. We hope so and we look forward to hearing about
your results.
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As a resource for more personalized and engaging learning, we hope
that you will make journeys back to sections of this book as needed.
When you do, you will come across several key learning resources in-
tended to help you best use this book. First, embedded in Chapter One
is a table listing the 100 activities in this book according to the main 10
motivational principles of the TEC-VARIETY framework. In addition, a
similar table in the final chapter recaps these activities according to in-
dices of time, risk, and cost as well as learner-centeredness. There is also
a list of Web resources which are sorted by chapter to help with your
search. These Web resources and references at the back of the book can
be used to further explore most topics mentioned in the book. To expe-
dite your explorations, both the book references and Web links can be
found at the book’s website, http://www. TEC-VARIETY.com. Of
course, we welcome and appreciate any suggestions you may have for
enhancing the site.

Goals and Uses of this Book

This book can be employed in a variety of settings and situations. Some
might use it in a master’s course in educational technology such as
online learning leadership, instructional design, technology and motiva-
tion, distance learning, and e-learning. Others could use it with pre-
service or in-service teachers in one or more technology applications or
methods courses. Students in such courses will begin to grasp the range
of learning opportunities on the Web as well as grapple with how they
could personally employ various technology tools and Web resources.

Those in corporate, government, and military settings may see this book
as a means to create, review, and modify online course content and ac-
tivities. They might set up institutes, workshops, and summits around
some of the ideas from this book and others in the field. Many individu-
als we have encountered in such adult-based learning situations are in
the midst of a significant overhaul of their online content due to con-
cerns about learner completion rates, sustainability, cost-effectiveness,
and the impact of their training programs. We believe that the TEC-
VARIETY framework speaks directly to each of those concerns.

As noted with the R2D2 book, this book offers one view or perspective
on how to design effective online and blended learning environments.
There are countless others. Neither R2D2 nor TEC-VARIETY is in-
tended as an instructional design model. Still, they each provide a
mechanism for reflecting on the quality of online courses and course
contents as well as a guide for designing new ones. TEC-VARIETY is a
tool to assist those pondering teaching online for the very first time. It
can also help the more seasoned online instructor seeking to verify her
online teaching practices and perhaps push beyond them. The audience
of the book, therefore, includes instructors, tutors, trainers, instruction-
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al designers, administrators, and anyone wanting to know about effec-
tive forms of Web-based instruction.

Caveats Regarding the Web
Resources, Tools, & Activities Listed

Many aspects of this book are purposefully intended to help the reader
understand and then find resources that can assist in motivating and re-
taining online learners. We cover a wide gamut of Web resources, tech-
nologies, and disciplines. As already mentioned, at the end of the book,
we recap the Web resources mentioned along the way. We must caution
the reader, however, that we did not select a particular technology tool
or resource to personally promote or advocate, nor do we offer any
guidelines or recommendations for deciding between them. Neverthe-
less, in each chapter, we include references to the prevailing literature
related to many of the techniques and tools suggested.

Keep in mind that there are undoubtedly dozens of other highly useful
tools that you may have heard about or already use in your classes. This
is not a technology book nor is it a book devoted solely to instructional
methods; instead, it is a text addressing the intersection of technology,
pedagogy, and learning. As such, it is filled with options and opportuni-
ties to ignite the interest of experienced and novice instructors and that
of their students. Given the range of options, we recommend that you
test out or experiment with a particular website or tool before incorpo-
rating it into a learning experience in your classes.

You should also keep in mind that during the coming years, many of
the tools and resources that are documented in this book will be re-
placed or discarded, or will have morphed into some larger system.
Websites and associated URLs may change or disappear in the blink of
an eye and then reemerge a week or month later in a more robust or
useful format. New ownership often results in name changes or new lo-
cations for a popular technology or resource. If you cannot find some-
thing that we mention and it sounds interesting, keep searching or
perhaps write to one of us.

What should become obvious as you scan through this book is that the
100+ activities outlined in it are often real examples that we have per-
sonally encountered or seen in use by others. A few of them may remain
future goals and visions for our own classes, but all are possible today.
We must also remind the reader that although we have attempted most
of the tasks and activities described in this book, there are dozens of dif-
ferent ways to use each one. Our examples, therefore, are not prescrip-
tions or the only way to use them some of these ideas. Instead, you
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should flexibly apply these activities according to your specific learning
situation or context.

We realize that some of these ideas will not work in every educational
sector or course level. Ignore or put a red “X” by activities that will not
work for you. Concentrate on those that might find success in your
learning environment or situation. And for any activities you are not
sure about, use your creative juices and imagination to enhance, extend,
and transform them. When you do that, the 100+ ideas of this book ex-
plode to tens of thousands. We provide the kernels or skeletons for
many instructional ideas. As you review each one, you should reflect on
how to add some meat to those bones and get those kernels popping.

You should also realize that there are also thousands of other ideas that
did not make it into this book. Given that the field is changing so rapid-
ly, it is impossible for a single book to point to all the opportunities edu-
cators have today. Need more ideas? Explore the R2D2 book as well as
other online learning books. Be patient. If there is something that you
really want to do online in your classes or programs, eventually you will
be able to do it.

We hope you enjoy the rest of the book.
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CHAPTERTWO

ONLINE LEARNING ATTRITION AND
RETENTION: THEORY TO PRACTICE

I didn't fail the test, | just found 100 ways to do it wrong.

—Benjamin Franklin

Background

We remember growing up in the 1970s and 1980s when the norm was
to try to get into college or university after high school so you could find
a good job and eventually attain a productive and well-respected career.
Competition to get the best grades was fierce. Many of our friends
wanted to attend the most prestigious universities. “Correspondences
courses” (as distance learning was called back then) were viewed as the
poor cousin to the more traditional campus-based courses. Fueling such
attitudes, the correspondence courses offered were often clerical, ad-
ministrative, or semivocational in nature.

This situation did not deter the millions of correspondence learners
brave enough to give it a go, including Bonk, who enrolled in a couple
of television and correspondence courses in the mid-1980s prior to en-
tering graduate school. Bonk formed a personal bond with his designat-
ed course instructor, and as a result, he fairly quickly completed each of
these courses. A few months later, Bonk’s correspondence course in-
structor hired him to help with a new television course on critical think-
ing shortly after he arrived at the University of Wisconsin for graduate
school.

Near the end of that decade, Khoo’s good friend, Jamie, took up the
challenge of learning through correspondence after she and Khoo had
completed high school. Not being academically inclined, Jamie signed
up for a clerical course via correspondence. Within a few weeks, she was
sent her first few packages of manuals, instructions, and assignments via
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the postal service. She would complete her assigned tasks, mail them
back, and get the next lot of assignments. This went on for about 10
months. Early enthusiasm with the course and materials eventually
turned to despair.

Her lament? Jamie felt that she was mostly on her own throughout this
course. Unlike Bonk’s experience, there was no one to support or help
her when she had questions. She received written feedback every couple
of months upon submitting her work. In between, she was basically in
isolation. And as the material became more difficult, Jamie’s anxieties
increased. Soon she quit. The process was just too hard. Jamie’s story is
typical of the early distance learning scenario. Of course, there were
many highly visible success stories like Bonk’s who, coincidentally,
would likely not have authored this book had he not had access to such
distance learning courses. Nevertheless, a majority of folks found it too
frustrating to sustain the motivation to chug on alone in such courses.

Fast-forward to the twenty-first century. Today’s distance educators
have a multitude of choices when it comes to selecting from available
communicative technological tools to enhance their teaching or training
practices and support their students’ learning. Unlike Jamie’s learning
options, technology resources have expanded to include podcasted lec-
tures, mobile flashcards, expert blog posts, wiki-based multimedia
course glossaries, YouTube video lectures and expert demonstrations,
course announcements and reminders in Twitter, and other vast infor-
mation networks contributed by people around the planet (e.g., Wik-
ipedia). With these new means to foster learner interaction,
collaboration, engagement, and personal study, schools, universities,
and corporate training departments worldwide have embraced the cul-
ture and fervor surrounding Web-based distance learning. There is now
wide recognition and elevated status accorded to online courses and
programs in a range of academic disciplines that are either offered en-
tirely online or use different forms of blended learning to supplement
current F2F programs.

Consider current statistics. We increasingly hear reports on how the
number of students and corporate employees attracted to the potential
of open, flexible, and distance learning options continues to accelerate.

By 2011, the worldwide expenditures for e-learning services and prod-
ucts amounted to over $35.6 billion. Equally astounding, it was forecast-
ed to grow at a 7.6 percent five year compound annual growth rate,
thereby reaching nearly $51.5 billion by 2016. Double-digit five year
growth forecasts (from 2011 to 2016) for online learning are estimated
for the top two fastest growing markets, namely, Asia (at 17.3 percent),
and Eastern Europe (at 16.9 percent). The U.S. market alone was ex-
pected to hit $27.2 billion by 2016 (Ambient Insight, 2012).

Online student numbers rose significantly since the start of the century.
As of August 2012, there were more than 30 million online higher edu-
cation students worldwide that took one or more of their classes online.
Over half were in the United States (Ambient Insight, 2013). Forty per-
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cent of these students view online learning components as essential to
their learning experience (Blackboard K-12, 2011). In 2011, over
320,000 primary and secondary school students in the United States
were found to attend a virtual school. The fastest growing sector of
online learning, in fact, was the PreK-12 market which has been grow-
ing at a rate of nearly 17 percent. In fact, it has been projected that a
whopping 17 million K-12 students in the United States will be taking
at least one online course by 2015 (Ambient Insight, 2011).

A national survey from the Sloan Consortium on online learning in
2010 indicated that there were 5.6 million college students enrolled in at
least one online course in the fall of 2009 (Allen & Seaman, 2010). This
figure increased to over 7 million by 2013 (Allen & Seaman, 2014). The
2014 report from Allen and Seaman revealed that more than one-third
of all college and university students were taking at least one online
course. Perhaps most impressive was the 12.7 percent growth rate for
online enrollments from 2008 to 2013 which far exceeded the paltry 3.1
percent enrollment growth rate for higher education overall.

Such news keeps coming. Late in the summer of 2011, a massive open
online course (MOOC) offered by two of the world’s leading artificial
intelligent researchers from Stanford University drew more than
100,000 students (Markoft, 2011). In early 2012, MOOC providers like
Coursera, edX, and Udacity sprang forth to offer these new types of
online courses. By August of that year, Coursera enrolled more than a
million learners from nearly 200 countries. Students are enrolling in
many MOOCs come from more than 200 countries (Koller, Ng, Do, &
Chen, 2013). Such figures signal that the radical growth of online learn-
ing is likely to increase dramatically in the coming decades.

Commonly cited reasons for enrolling in Web-based learning include
the flexibility of learning across time, distance, and space. Another fac-
tor typically mentioned is an opportunity for empowerment and auton-
omy with the array of learning options and choices at one’s fingertips.
With online learning, students enjoy enhanced personalization and a
sense of control or ability to take charge of what they need to learn.
Other reasons include a personal desire to explore knowledge and ideas,
the ability to network globally with peers and exchange ideas with like-
minded others, and a chance to satisfy one’s curiosity. At the K-12 level,
the reasons range widely from needing remedial courses to wanting to
take advanced coursework, to needing classwork while on an extended
stay in the hospital, to being homeschooled, whether by choice or be-
cause of pregnancy, bullying, or other issues (Bonk, 2009).
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A Chink in the Online Learning Armor

In tandem with the development of new communicative technologies in
the distance learning arena come concerns for effective instructional de-
sign and pedagogies to ensure that students are effectively learning the
content. During the past two decades, online learning researchers and
educators around the world have voiced loud concerns about innumer-
able problems in online pedagogy. In Australia alone, there are dozens
of books and research reports from established online learning pioneers
like John Hedberg, Gilly Salmon, Jan Herrington, Catherine McLough-
lin, and Ron Oliver who are highly critical and cautious about the state
of online pedagogy.

A major concern, not just in Australia but around the planet, is with the
lackluster and disconcerting news of low online learner completion
rates. We are confronted with headlines screaming, “Online and In-
complete” (Jaschik, 2011), “Online Learning Facing 80% Attrition
Rates” (Flood, 2002), “Preventing Online Dropouts: Does Anything
Work?” (Parry, 2010), and “100 Pounds of Potatoes in a 25-Pound Sack:
Stress, Frustration, and Learning in the Virtual Classroom” (Mello,
2002). Such reports reveal a chink in the online learning armor, echoing
the same story of frustrated and bored distance learners living Jamie’s
experience all over again. Unfortunately, many educators become so en-
amored by every new wave of learning technology that each is adopted
in superficial ways akin to “gift wrapping” old wine in new bottles
(Fischer, 2003). A report in early 2014, however, found that four in ten
academic leaders in higher education settings in the United States felt
that retaining online learning students was more difficult that F2F ones
(Allen & Seaman, 2014; Kolowich, 2014).

Such concerns are not without merit. Online learners, in fact, are re-
ported to have higher noncompletion, withdrawal, or dropout rates (i.e.,
attrition) compared to their counterparts taking F2F campus-based
courses surfaced (Park, 2007; Phipps & Merisotis, 2000). A survey by
Jaggars and Xu (2010) among two-year community college students
found that students enrolled in purely online courses fare worse than
their contemporaries enrolled in hybrid and F2F courses on campus.
The noncompletion rate for these fully online students was estimated to
be 10-15 percent higher as opposed to students in hybrid and F2F con-
texts (Xu & Jaggars, 2011). Similarly, Cellilo (n.d.) reported drop-out
figures amounting to 30 percent in online classes compared to the 10-
15 percent drop-out rates experienced in traditional classes.

The numbers are often even worse in the corporate world. In the early
years of Web-based instruction, drop-out rates in the online training
world ranged dramatically from about 10-20 percent (Frankola, 2001)
to well over 50 percent and perhaps as high as 80 percent (Bonk, 2002;
Flood, 2002; Ganzel, 2001).
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Fast-forward a decade and the retention news is even more depressing;
at least for the latest distance learning phenomena—MOOCs (Ko-
lowich, 2014). Drop-out rates for MOOC:s often exceed 90 percent. In
fact, MOOC completion rates of a mere 5 percent are not uncommon
(Koller et al., 2013). As an example, in a course on bioelectricity at Duke
University in the fall of 2012 nearly 13,000 people signed up, only 350
participants, or less than 3 percent, completed it (Rivard, 2013). Alt-
hough the course introduction video was viewed 8,000 times, most of
those enrolled did not watch more than one or two instructor lectures
and even fewer took the course quizzes. Such numbers are not atypical.

A key question, then, is how to get those enrolled in MOOC:s, or any
type of online course, to stay beyond the first week or two. A decade
ago, a study at the U.K. Open University (Simpson, 2004) revealed that
only the more confident distance students completed assignments at
any stage of their study. Such research suggests that it is critical to ex-
tensively support novice online learners in the early stages of such a
course. As part of that support, MOOC participants, and perhaps all
online learners, need to feel connected or part of a learning community
where their questions and concerns can be addressed. Hence, there are
often local meet-up or study groups that get together or interact in
physical or online settings to discuss their course progression. Given the
projected increases in the use of MOOC:s in higher education as well as
other educational sectors, such types of support groups will increase in
the coming years.

Online student retention (the number of students following through a
course or program; also called “persisters”) is a highly distressing issue
for institutions, administrators, and educators all over world. In fact, it
has been cited as one of the greatest weaknesses in online education
(Berge & Huang, 2004; Herbert, 2006; Jun, 2005). Chief among the fac-
tors contributing to attrition is lack of student motivation (Bonk, 2002;
Cocea, 2007; Wolcott & Burnham, 1991), conflicts of time (Hiltz &
Goldman, 2005), and lack of interaction or support from the instructor
(Carr, 2000; Hara & Kling, 2000; Moore & Kearsley, 1996). In addition,
the survey by Xu and Jaggars (2011) touched on reasons such as lack of
both faculty and peer support and interaction, sense of isolation, time
constraints, technical difficulties, and a general lack of structure as
common reasons for dropping out of online courses.

Naturally, educational institutions and corporations must justify their
investments in online learning programs to their stakeholders. Deci-
sions about the degree to which they utilize the Web for fully online and
blended forms of instruction affects wider issues such as organizational
planning, training, and assessment (Bonk, 2002; Tyler-Smith, 2006).
Never before have considerations about effective approaches to engage
students in online courses been more urgent. Issues such as access to
education, learning outcomes, and the perceived value and credibility of
online courses, programs, and qualifications all hang precariously on
the extent to which institutions and organizations are capable of retain-
ing their students (Cocea, 2007; Tyler-Smith, 2006). We turn now to re-
search in online student attrition and retention to gain anunderstanding
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of some of the factors influencing a student’s decision to leave or com-
plete an online course or program.

Understanding Online Student
Attrition

In the latter part of the previous century, several popular models of stu-
dent attrition and retention in formal educational programs were con-
ceived. Vincent Tinto, whom some consider the godfather of student
retention issues in higher education, has a model that has been widely
cited and used (Tinto, 1975). The results from Tinto’s longitudinal
study of on-campus student retention rates led him to surmise that the
likelihood of a student choosing to persist with or discontinue formal
study is based on the degree to which she is able to integrate into the ac-
ademic system of the institution. The components of such a system in-
clude intellectual development as typically exhibited by grade
performance and learner portfolios as well as the social interaction sys-
tem composed of the course lecturers, guest experts, and peers. The
combination of academic and social integration factors was revolution-
ary for that time and became the basis from which later models were de-
signed and adapted.

David Kember (1989) expanded on Tinto’s model to consider unique
learner characteristics typical in distance education arenas. Such charac-
teristics include the fact the students in these courses are likely to be
mature adults studying part-time who are simultaneously juggling fami-
ly and work responsibilities. Elements of Kember’s model include
Learner characteristics, Learner Goal commitment (intrinsically versus
extrinsically motivated), the Academic environment, and the So-
cial/Work environment. Cost/benefit analyses also play a role in reten-
tion in his model. Kember pointed out that these elements need to be
integrated and often change during the students’ academic career. From
his perspective, students then weigh together all these factors when
making the decision to complete or drop out of a course or program.

Building on these ideas, recent models of online student attrition at-
tempt to construct more comprehensive understanding of the factors
influencing a student’s decision to drop out of online courses. Alfred
Rovai (2003), for instance, proposed a composite model to explain stu-
dent drop-out containing two distinct stages. In the first stage, he con-
siders two factors that are apparent prior to admission: (1) learner
characteristics including age and gender; and (2) learner skills such as
computer literacy and reading and writing ability. In the second stage,
Rovai includes two after-admission factors, namely: (1) external factors
such as finances, time constraints, and work commitments; and (2) in-
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ternal factors such as academic integration, social integration, and self-
esteem. Noteworthy in Rovai’s model is that the two-stage process helps
administrators, educators, and even learners themselves unpack, identi-
fy, and act upon factors likely to hinder their progress through the
adoption of appropriate intervention strategies. As apparent in Table
2.1, we employ his dual-stage idea in our synthesis of the common strat-
egies applied in mitigating student attrition.

Based on Rovai’s work, Berge and Huang (2004) developed a dynamic
and context-sensitive model to illustrate the importance of individual
and institutional perspectives in the online attrition process. They in-
corporated three variables: (1) personal variables (e.g., demographic and
prior educational experience), (2) institutional variables (i.e., bureau-
cratic variables, academic variables, and social variables), and (3) cir-
cumstantial variables (i.e., social interaction) in their model. The model
from Berge and Huang is advantageous in its flexibility in allowing dif-
ferent weightings to be allocated to each of the key variables as priorities
for planning and implementing changes for the different stakeholders
involved (e.g., students, educators, and administrators). This model,
therefore, allows for timely interventions to be quickly put in place to
enhance retention.

Building on the need to concretize the range of individual, institutional,
and circumstantial (external) factors affecting a student’s decision to
persist with online learning, Jun (2005) conceptualized a holistic model
of five general areas accounting for most of the causes of online student
attrition. These five areas are (1) individual background, (2) motivation,
(3) academic integration, (4) social integration, and (5) technological is-
sues.

It is clear that these models highlight a range of individual, institutional,
and circumstantial factors that have an impact on a student’s decision to
persist in online distance education contexts. Given the complex nature
of online retention, we decided to survey a wide body of literature with
the intention to identify the varied reasons and explanations offered for
learner attrition. These factors are synthesized and illustrated in Table
2.1. They are categorized into three factors: (1) Individual, (2) Course-
Related, and (3) Technological.

As can be seen in Table 2.1, the bulk of the factors affecting retention in
online courses are related to individual factors involving learners’ as-
sumptions, motivation, skills, background experiences, and personal
circumstances that impede their participation in online courses. Next,
we combed the literature looking for strategies recommended by stu-
dents, educators, practitioners, and corporate trainers for addressing
learner attrition.
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Table 2.1. A Survey of Factors Affecting Online Learner Attrition

Individual Factors
(Learner circumstances, learning
skills, coping skills)

Course-Related Factors
(Course design & communication
factors, faculty responsiveness, peer
interaction, learning preference)

Technological Factors
(Course-related technical issues,
systems, and design)

Lack of self-management skills.

Lack of course structure.

Limited training available; no help
or support systems.

Underprepared for challenges in
distance learning or perceive dis-
tance learning courses to be easy.

Incompetent instructor.

Technical difficulties, including
access, slowness, password prob-
lems, navigational issues, etc.

First year online students are es-

pecially affected by:
* lack of self-directed learning
strategies.

* poor time management skills.

* poor independent learning
skills.

Availability of academic support;
approachability of staff.

Access and friendliness of admin-
istrative system and staff.

General lack of support.

Poorly designed courses (i.e., suit-
ability of program design, content,
delivery, assessment strategies).

Lack of time or time conflicts
between family or work commit-
ments.

Ease of content.

Must download software client to
run.

Financial strain.

Lack of interaction between stu-
dents and between students and
instructor.

System favors those with technol-
ogy backgrounds or programming
(i.e., HTML) skills.

Low language literacy ability
(reading and writing).

Isolation, lack of sense of belong-
ing in an academic community.

Using complex, unfamiliar, or new
technology.

Learning difficulty.

Lack of learner choice/ learning
preference.

Impact of previous educational
encounters.

Lack of personal and immediate
feedback on course-
work/assignment.

Low level of motivation (insuffi-
cient self-motivation, inadequate
self-directed learning skill).

Low commitment to study.

Poor incentives to learn.

Lack of social/family support.

Low computer literacy skills (slow
typing skills, difficulty using the
course management system).

Lack of confidence with using
computers (lack of computer liter-
acy).

Table 2.2 showcases the strategies commonly cited. The table is divided
into two broad sections to illustrate strategies that can be adopted (1)
prior to enrollment in an online course or program, and (2) once a stu-
dent has been admitted into an online study program. Under these two
headings, the strategies are further organized according to those under-
taken at the Institutional level, Instructor (i.e., Pedagogical) level, and
Technological level.
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Table 2.2. Survey of Strategies to Mitigate Online Student Attrition

Prior to Admission

After Admission
(during period of study)

Institutional

Providing learner orientation to distance
learning (induction into online
course/precourse training or online tutori-
al/preenrollment advice).

Assign “learning guides” especially for
first-time online learners as liaison be-
tween students and other available re-
sources.

Implement policies in support of ongoing
high-quality online courses and programs;
develop a culture that says online learning
is as important as classroom learning.

Provide online access to a variety of stu-
dent support (e.g., academic advisement,
social, personal, technical) services
(where possible, available on a 24/7 basis
and not just limited to normal working
hours).

Offer short courses rather than long ones.

Hold managers accountable for corporate
trainee access to and completion of online
training courses.

Select qualified online instructors.

Provide formal rewards and recognitions
for trainee completion of online courses.

Provide training for those who support
online learners (general staff).

Keep online class size small.

Provide pedagogical and instructor training
prior to teaching first online course.

Provide faculty support services.

Provide student advice about the choices
they have to make in their programs of
study and future career goals (to establish
expectations about distance learning and to
provide a road map to completion and
achievement of personal goals).

Post all course syllabi, coursework, assign-
ments, and learning outcomes on the Web
for prospective students to gauge the work-
load prior to signing up for a course.

Instructor (Ped-
agogical)

Train instructional designers and lecturers
in the pedagogy of online teaching.

Adjust the suitability and level of content
to learner needs; include graded activities
that start learners with simpler tasks to
gain confidence from early course success,
then lead them to more challenging en-
deavors.

Improve online tutoring/academic services.

Simplify or limit course content naviga-
tion options to prevent cognitive over-
load; make graphics easy and simple to
understand.

Personalize learning content by referring to
learner profiles.

Use active learning and learner-centered
strategies.

Put in place supplemental tutoring services.

Improve the learning process to include
more interactions and foster collegiality;
emphasize the importance of teacher
presence in the class.

Initiate contact with students via phone
calls.

Have proactive contact; pace and prompt
learners; track learner performance to
ensure that they do not fall by the way-
side.

Begin courses with icebreakers.

Set high expectations for student success.

Post your own introduction and encour-
age student introductory posts as well.

Assign online students peer mentors.

Set clear course expectations.

Make classes fun, interesting, and reward-
ing

Make classes relevant for learners—
“What’s in it for me?”

Provide timely feedback and encourage
feedback from learners.
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Incorporate a variety of synchronous and
asynchronous instruction to reinforce the
learning of new material or assignments.

Give encouragement and praise; applaud
when students do well.

Provide flexible, convenient scheduling,
and frequent instructor contact.

Have additional activities and extra-credit
assignments for fun and creative touches.

Require learner commitment and partici-
pation in the course.

Provide timely intervention for learners.

Facilitate informal online chats to build
relationships.

Align pedagogical goals with teaching
activities and appropriate assessment
strategies so that students understand the
big picture in the course.

Provide prompt and reliable responses to
student queries.

Use group-based projects to develop a
learning community.

Build in activities that empower students
to become lifelong learners.

Technological Improve technical infrastructure and de-

sign; ensure technology is robust and work-
ing.

Enhance online support services (technical
support) for instructors and students.

Embed personalized support or help sys-
tems.

The message from the recommendations highlighted in the preceding
table is clear. The bulk of the strategies emphasize what most good in-
structors already know across any effective teaching-learning or training
context—that is, high interaction levels and support from educators
(and peers), timely feedback, meaningful learning experiences, and ac-
tive learning strategies all enhance learner engagement and ultimate re-
tention. As J. Olin Campbell (1997) from Brigham Young University
aptly put it, “it’s not the delivery method that makes the difference—it’s
the learning strategies employed with the delivery method, and the im-
plementation of those strategies, that matter most” (p. 3).

Such guidelines raise the urgency for educators to understand the learn-
er and the learning process, including the factors that facilitate students’
motivation and internal drive to excel and those that inhibit, or worse,
debilitate it. These strategies are not merely random ideas pulled out of
a hat. For more than a century, psychologists interested in human learn-
ing, cognition, and motivation have referred to many of these very prin-
ciples. They are, in fact, grounded in a well-established body of theory
and conceptual understanding of how people learn.
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Retention Wrap-Up

In this chapter, we detailed the explosive trends and demands for online
learning courses and services. There is little doubt that online learning
will have an impact on all of us in significant ways in the future no mat-
ter our age levels, occupations, or interests. We also discussed how dif-
ferent institutions and organizations are grappling with the realities of
high online learner attrition. In response, we surveyed a wide array of
guidelines and report recommendations intended to enhance online
learner retention. Many of these retention-related suggestions are sum-
marized in the two tables included in this chapter. Those who imple-
ment some of them as part of a long-range strategic plan or vision for
online learning should see a positive effect in terms of reduced course
attrition and withdrawal rates. Naturally, that is a big ticket item for
many institutions and organizations.

We now turn to Chapter Three, which outlines four key perspectives on
human learning and then considers how each, in turn, explains the role
of motivation in learning online. We also discuss the rationale for
adopting different motivational strategies, including a few of those men-
tioned in this chapter, and their placement in our TEC-VARIETY
framework which we will further detail in the 10 chapters that follow af-
ter that. The overall intention is to help educators, trainers, and instruc-
tional designers to create more motivationally effective and engaging
learning environments.

We want to note that although many ideas in this chapter pertain to
what school, university, and corporate administrators might put in
place to increase retention in online courses, the majority of the ideas in
the remaining chapters are directly focused on motivational strategies
and activities at the course or instructor level, especially Chapters Four
through Thirteen. Administrators and decision makers seeking content
pertinent to their needs might read the next chapter on online motiva-
tion. They might also scan through Chapter Fourteen on how to moti-
vate and support novice online instructors as well as those who might be
deemed more hesitant or even resistant to the idea; in particular, they
might review the 10 specific online instructor support ideas listed near
the end. Finally, the table reviewing the 100+ activities in Chapter Fif-
teen should prove valuable no matter your role or responsibilities in
online learning.
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CHAPTER THREE

ONLINE MOTIVATION FROM FOUR
PERSPECTIVES

Give me a dozen healthy infants, well-formed, and my own
specified world to bring them up in and I'll guarantee to take
any one at random and train him to become any type of spe-

cialist | might select—doctor, lawyer, artist, merchant-chief, and,
yes, even beggarman and thief, regardless of his talents, pen-
chants, tendencies, abilities, vocations, and race of his ances-
tors. | am going beyond my facts and | admit it, but so have the
advocates of the contrary and they have been doing it for many
thousands of years.

—John B. Watson, Behaviorism, 1930

Motivation: An Introduction

Former U.S. Secretary of Education Terrel Bell hit the nail on the head
when he mentioned, “There are three things to remember about educa-
tion. The first is motivation. The second one is motivation. The third
one is (you guessed it) motivation” (Terrel Bell, 2014). Bell echoes the
sentiments of many others who view motivation as the essence of edu-
cation (Bransford, Brown, & Cocking, 2000; Dennen & Bonk, 2007).
Consider the following quotation from an online instructor we inter-
viewed:

Getting the kids hooked in for the graduate courses. . .
I'm constantly racking my brain as to how to get them
more involved and get more interaction going. . . . Be-
cause it seems to me as though they are not necessarily
engaging. I don’t know whether the resources aren’t
catchy enough or whether there’s nothing I can do,
whether it’s actually them in the sense of they just ha-
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ven’t got the time or they just don’t see it worthwhile. I
tear my hair out. I don’t know what to do to change it
and I don’t have the time to change it which is probably
part of it as well (Laura, novice online lecturer).

Laura’s comments typify some of the challenges faced by online lectur-
ers. How do they motivate their learners to engage productively in Web-
based learning environments? In Web-based contexts, under-standing
what motivates learners to study online and to continue to completion
can give us clues as to how to best design and structure online courses
to engage learners and encourage them to run the race to the end. En-
hanced knowledge of learner motivation can give us greater insight into
why some learners are more likely to be more successful than others
along the way.

We begin by offering several perspectives on the term “motivation.” At-
kinson (1964) defined it as “the immediate influences on the direction,
vigor, and persistence of action.” Wlodkowski (1999, p. 8) expanded on
this definition when he said motivation is “the natural human capacity
to direct energy in the pursuit of a goal. . . . [W]e are purposeful, we
constantly learn and when we do we are usually motivated to learn, we
are directing our energy through the processes of attention, concentra-
tion and imagination, to name only a few, to make sense of our world.”
Fundamental in these definitions and viewpoints is the idea that human
beings are purposeful in their actions and intents; that is, they focus
their energies and interests in the process of striving toward a desired
goal.

Educational theorists have typically considered the issue of human mo-
tivation from the standpoint of the current thinking on how humans
learn. As a basis for our recap of several pertinent learning theories in
this chapter as well as in the introductory sections of the next 10, we
spent several years accessing and reading many special reports, mono-
graphs, and education books related to motivation in education (e.g.,
Ames & Ames, 1989; Brophy, 2010; Deci & Ryan, 1985; Lambert &
McCombs, 1998; McCombs & Pope, 1994; Raffini, 1996; Reeve, 1996;
Schunk, Pintrich, & Meece, 2008; Stipek, 1998). We uncover many of
these motivational ideas through the following brief overview of four
major theoretical eras: (1) behaviorism, (2) cognitivism, (3) constructiv-
ism, and (4) sociocultural theory.

Learning Theory #1: Behaviorism—Learner Motivation
Through Carrots and Sticks

Behaviorists generally believe in scientific and objective measures of be-
havior to provide plausible explanations of learning. Such objectivistic
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theories were prominent throughout the first half of the twentieth cen-
tury and still permeate educational settings today. Take the recent
emergence of course management systems to offer online courses in a
prestructured manner. Such highly structured or “canned” approaches
are also apparent in massive open online courses (MOOCs), which of-
ten rely on the instructor’s preset delivery of content and later student
regurgitation of it in computer-scored objective tests.

Unfortunately, internal aspects of human motivation were often ig-
nored back in the 1920s, 1930s, and 1940s when behaviorism rose in
prominence (Svinicki, 1999). The human mind was considered a “black
box” that was too subjective and not to be trusted for scientific scrutiny.
Experiments from this era were often conducted using water- or food-
deprived animals like pigeons, dogs, mice, and cats. Among the most
well-known studies were Ivan Pavlov’s training of dogs to salivate in re-
sponse to the sound of a bell. You can watch a video today in YouTube
of Pavlov and his dogs and another of Edward Thorndike’s cats learning
to escape from puzzle boxes, which showcased the concepts of trial and
error and reinforcement.

A central aspect of behaviorism was that animals (including humans)
learn by associating a stimulus to a response (or paired responses) that
is promoted through external manipulation. In effect, human behavior
can be reinforced or extinguished. It was also malleable through re-
wards or punishments; thus, the notion of carrots and sticks.

From this view, in an online or F2F classroom setting, the instructor is
the dispenser of rewards and punishments while learners are mere pas-
sive respondents. Important in this idea of external manipulation is that
external stimuli can affect student motivation to learn. For example, ex-
trinsic motivational factors such as online scaffolds and guides, praise
from tutors and instructors, and offering certificates on the way to mas-
ter’s degrees, are deemed important to online learners (Singh, Singh, &
Singh, 2012).

Encouragement and Feedback Principle: Based on work by Skinner
(1938), the role of feedback in enhancing student motivation is particu-
larly underscored. Providing feedback has been shown to enhance stu-
dent performance and self-efficacy in learning (Wang & Wu, 2007).
Timely feedback is widely recommended as part of an online lecturer’s
pedagogical repertoire and is consistently mentioned as a vital principle
of effective teaching and learning in general (Butler, 2003; Chickering &
Gamson, 1987). An example of providing learners with ongoing per-
sonalized feedback and assessment to enhance their motivation for
learning is seen in the assessment of large undergraduate classes in Ja-
pan. This system allows students in basic computing courses to sit for a
number of short online tests throughout the course to assess their ongo-
ing performance, obtain feedback on their progress, and receive rec-
ommended resources and teaching materials suited to their
improvement level (Koike, Ishikawa, Akama, Chiba, & Miura, 2005).
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Similarly, among the latest developments in this area of computerized
learning programs is the creation of Knewton. As an adaptive learning
platform, Knewton can be integrated into online or hybrid courses to
provide customized, personalized, and immediate feedback. In effect, it
adapts the learning materials according to students’ learning curves
(Fischman, 2011). Based on behavioristic notions of feedback and cor-
rective learning behavior, Knewton assesses what students are learning
and how they best learn (that is, their learning styles). It also tracks their
performance and progress, involves parents in students’ learning, rec-
ommends a range of learning resources (videos, animations, interactive
games, quizzes, and so forth) that are staged according to progressive
levels of difficulty. Drawing from a networked database of learner pro-
gress, it can even recommend and pair students with partners of a simi-
lar learning style or profile to supplement their learning. Such forms of
personalized learner feedback are currently growing and they not only
free up teachers to focus on helping learners develop their higher-order
thinking skills, but also give teachers the opportunity to customize their
teaching strategies.

Based on the theoretical and empirical ideas emerging from this era, be-
havioristic ideas related to shaping, feedback, and support underpin the
second aspect of the TEC-VARIETY framework. Although considered
antiquated by many psychologists and educators today, behaviorist ele-
ments still exist in countless education, training, and clinical settings.
Educational strategies embracing behaviorist ideas were pervasive in
first-generation online learning programs through their use of clear ob-
jectives and learning outcomes, clear presentation of content and mul-
timedia materials, and the incorporation of online testing to assess the

individual learner’s achievement and provide rapid and individualized
feedback.

As we see, the behaviorist tradition often reduced ideas of human moti-
vation and learning to that of external stimulation and fairly rigid quan-
titative measures. Fortunately, the next wave of views of human learning
and motivation recognized the centrality of the human mind and
sought out qualitative measures for understanding human motivation
and learning. At that time, researchers began to increasingly investigate
intrinsic aspects of human motivation.

Learning Theory #2: Cognitivism—Learner Motivation
Through Intentional Goals, Beliefs, and Expectations

In the 1970s and 1980s, cognitivism shifted the prevailing emphasis on
external or environmental conditions toward a focus on the internal or
mental processes occurring between a stimulus and response (Schunk,
2008). Simply put, the black box was opened up. With the rise of the
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computer and computing technologies, human learning or information
processing became analogous to computer processing that could ad-
dress more complex forms of learning (thinking, memory, problem
solving, language, concept formation, information processing) (Ertmer
& Newby, 1993). Learning in the era of cognitive psychology was viewed
as a process of knowledge acquisition where the teacher transmitted in-
formation and assisted learners to develop more efficient processing
strategies to organize information in a meaningful way. From this view-
point, learners are active seekers and processors of information, able to
attend to, code, select, transform, rehearse, store, and retrieve infor-
mation. Along the way, they develop the appropriate metacognitive
skills, including self-planning, self-regulation, and summarization. With
such skills in place, the learner can assert greater control over his own
learning (Schunk, 2008).

Cognitive psychology research inspired a host of experimentations with
distance learning. Although such research initially took place with satel-
lite technology, television, and interactive videoconferencing, its impact
is now apparent in fully online learning and blended learning courses
and programs. The initial goal of such research was to begin incorporat-
ing strategies that would enable learners to process the material more
efficiently. A cognitive approach leveraged the processing and multime-
dia capabilities of the computer to present information in different
modes, be they textual, verbal, or visual (i.e., multimedia), and to allow
learners to explore such material according to their personal needs (i.e.,
hypermedia). This approach also encouraged information encoding
through the use of concept maps as well as analogies and acronyms.
Similarly, online notecards, outlining tools, job aids, and question
prompts could augment or support learners’ limited working memory
capabilities when reading or writing (Bonk, Medury, & Reynolds, 1994).

Research in cognitive psychology lends insight into how to adapt learn-
ing materials to suit a variety of learning styles or perspectives. It also
influenced how instructors utilize intrinsic and extrinsic motivational
strategies to encourage learners to learn, giving learners opportunities to
reflect on their learning and to monitor their own progress through self-
check questions and exercises with feedback. When effectively imple-
mented, such approaches help learners develop the requisite metacogni-
tive strategies that can drastically improve their learning approach and
outcomes (Mayer, 2003).

At the height of the cognitive psychology movement, much headway
was made in terms of motivational theory development (Brophy, 2010;
Svinicki, 1999). Key motivational theories derived at that time included
attribution theory (Weiner, 1980), self-efficacy (Bandura, 1989), goal
orientation theory (Ames, 1992; Dweck, 1986), and self-determination
theory (SDT) (Deci, Vallerand, Pelletier, & Ryan, 1991).

Attribution theory focuses on explanations for motivation based on in-
dividuals’ beliefs regarding the causes of their success or failure. Learn-
ers may attribute their success or failure on a task to themselves (e.g.,
their own ability) or to external situational factors (e.g., luck). Teachers
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can take appropriate measures to focus students’ attention on factors
that they have control over instead of uncontrollable external forces.

Self-efficacy is the belief or judgment of your ability to perform a task at
a certain level to achieve particular goals. Learners with a high self-
efficacy for learning believe in their ability to successfully initiate, cope
with, and complete their learning task. Self-efficacy determines the level
of effort and the degree of perseverance a learner is willing to invest
when faced with setbacks (Bandura, 1986). Bandura’s notion of self-
efficacy and self-regulation has been successfully applied in the design
of motivationally engaging online learning environments to encourage
personalization, adaptivity, effective tutoring, and collaborative learning
among students (Cocea & Weibelzahl, 2006).

Goal orientation theory examines individuals’ cognitive motives and
their relationship to intrinsic motivation. It highlights learners’ behavior
as determined by the type of goals they hold; for instance, learning goals
or performance goals. When focused on learning goals, on the one
hand, students are motivated to learn for intrinsic reasons, such as to
enhance their knowledge, skills, and attitudes. Students with perfor-
mance goals, on the other hand, are motivated by the need to demon-
strate their competency and capability especially in competition with
their peers. Performance-oriented goals tend to lead to more shallow
and less diverse learning strategies.

Self-determination theory (SDT), however, describes motivation as be-
ing intrinsic or extrinsic in nature (Deci et al., 1991). Intrinsically moti-
vated individuals are driven by an interest or enjoyment of a task,
whereas extrinsically motivated individuals are driven by external re-
wards such as grades, punishment, coercion, and money. SDT empha-
sizes that individuals need to be self-determining or to have some
degree of control in determining behavior. Importantly, it advocates
that individuals’ natural and intrinsic tendency to grow and develop can
be fostered through supportive learning contexts that encourage learner
autonomy, competence, and relatedness (Ryan & Deci, 2000). Autono-
mous individuals exhibit higher levels of control and tend to experience
a sense of freedom and choice over their actions.

Autonomy Principle. Studies that have explored how to facilitate learner
intrinsic motivation support the need for autonomy, competence, and
relatedness (Pink, 2009). For instance, a study by Hartnett, St. George,
and Dron (2011) revealed how situational factors can disrupt online
learner autonomy and competence, thereby having an adverse impact
on learners’ levels of intrinsic motivation and collaborative effort in a
blended learning context. Without sufficient intrinsic motivation,
online learners will fail to elaborate on their arguments or problem so-
lutions in group discussions (Xie & Ke, 2010). Not too surprisingly, Xie,
DeBacker, and Ferguson (2006) have found that learners’ intrinsic mo-
tivation was significantly related to their participation rates, and thus to
the overall learning process. In fact, intrinsically motivated learners ex-
hibited two to three times the participation rate of those who were ex-
trinsically motivated.
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Recently, other cognitivist principles such as learner academic locus of
control (internal as opposed to external attribution of outcomes) and
metacognitive self-regulation skills (such as the ability to self-evaluate,
organize, monitor, review, and seek information) have been explored
(Lee, Choi, & Kim (2012). Youngju Lee and her Korean colleagues
compared differences between online students who persisted with their
studies and those who dropped out. They found that students’ percep-
tions of academic locus of control and metacognitive self-regulation for
learning were the most important factors influencing their decisions to
drop out. They recommend that online educators assess these two fac-
tors prior to students embarking on an online program, so that custom-
ized support and lessons can be tailored to students’ learning needs.

Curiosity Principle. Applications of SDT in educational settings to
promote learners’ intrinsic motivation have been extended to include
learner-centered elements in the design of F2F as well as online courses.
Such elements include enthusiasm, challenge, curiosity, choice, en-
gagement, control, novelty, fun, fantasy, relevance, collaboration, and
project tasks (Deci et al., 1991; Kawachi, 2002; Lepper & Hodell, 1989).
Not too surprisingly, each element is aligned with the TEC-VARIETY
framework.

As will be discussed in Chapter Six, researchers interested in the psy-
chology of gaming, such as Thomas Malone (1981), have explored the
intrinsic motivational properties of computer games. In particular,
Malone was interested in how these games fostered a sense of fun, fanta-
sy, challenge, and curiosity. Gaming principles related to learner Curi-
osity (surprise, intrigue) and Autonomy (choice, control) underpin the
third and fifth components in the TEC-VARIETY framework.

Learning Theory #3: Constructivism—Learner Motiva-
tion Through Active & Social Construction of Meaning

Although cognitivism is progressive in bringing the need for students’
control of their own learning to the forefront, it is still a highly individ-
ualistic concept of learning and knowing. In the 1980s and into the
1990s, constructivism enjoyed increasing popularity. It championed a
view of learners as actively involved in creating meaning from their ex-
periences, instead of being spoon-fed knowledge through instruction
(Ertmer & Newby, 1993). Decades prior to wider acceptance, propo-
nents of constructivism had already included such notables as John
Dewey, David Ausubel, Jerome Bruner, and Jean Piaget.

Constructivist views deem learning to occur best in problem-based set-
tings where learners are required to use their prior knowledge and expe-
riences to explore, inquire, interpret, reflect upon, judge, and construct
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understandings for themselves. Constructivist teaching approaches shift
the focus from the teacher to the learner. In this approach, the teacher
becomes the coach or the guide at the side who helps learners acquire
knowledge on their own schedule. Specific constructivist-advocated
teaching strategies include many active learning principles such as situ-
ating tasks in real-world contexts, goal-based learning attuned to learner
interests, and guiding and coaching a novice toward expert performance
as in a cognitive apprenticeship (Collins, Brown, & Newmann, 1989).

In terms of specific principles, an instructor wedded to constructivism
might rely on the presentation of multiple perspectives by using collab-
orative learning to develop and share alternative views. She might also
require social negotiation as found in debates, controversial discussions,
and evidence giving. And she might utilize authentic examples and offer
opportunities for reflective awareness on solutions, thereby fostering the
development of self-regulatory skills (Jonassen, 1994).

Tension Principle. Motivational theories that embrace constructivist
ideas are based on the need for learners to have “consistent, accurate
and useful understandings of the world” (Svinicki, 1999, p. 20). For ex-
ample, Jean Piaget (1926) and his followers found that tension or con-
troversy can move learners into a state of disequilibrium, thereby
motivating them to find out more information in order to return to a
state of equilibrium. Such principles are embedded in the ninth princi-
ple of the TEC-VARIETY model related to arousing motivation
through tension and conflict.

Variety Principle. A study by Leslie Miller and her colleagues (2011) at
Rice University tested the extent to which Web-based forensic games
were useful in engaging secondary science students to consider science,
technology, engineering, and mathematics (STEM) careers. The games
were designed to be ill-structured situations where students had to role-
play and solve a real-life scientific problem. This process appealed to
students and challenged them to engage with new science ideas in a
novel manner. It also tapped into their personal fantasies and provided
a fun and relevant context for them to engage with science content. At
the end of the study, not only did students’ content knowledge increase
but, more important, the role-play exercise elevated their motivation to
take up future science careers. This gaming task relates to the curiosity
and variety principles of the TEC-VARIETY framework.

Setting the Tone/Climate Principle. In the current age of much learner
choice and autonomy, humanistic ideas from decades past have begun
to flourish once again. Humanistic psychologists view learners as seek-
ing to better themselves through their learning experiences. Learner-
centered ideas that place the learner at the core of the education process
are central to humanistic psychology doctrine. Without a doubt, such
views have recently risen in prominence. We should not forget, howev-
er, that giving learners the autonomy, choice, and control over what
they are learning and how best to learn was derived decades ago from
the work of famed humanistic psychologists, such as Carl Rogers (1983)
and Abraham Maslow (1987).
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Both Rogers and Maslow spoke of the need to have a psychologically
safe environment for learning. According to Rogers, the learning envi-
ronment should be filled with respect, genuine forms of learning, and
choice or freedom to learn. This has been a challenge for online learning
environments, particularly those involving only asynchronous forms of
communication which are often presumed to be cold and impersonal.
Such environments lack the usual communicative cues we take for
granted in F2F learning environments. The lack of social presence and
verbal cues from the instructor as well as from peers in the course is of-
ten blamed for the acute sense of isolation and disconnectedness that
online learners experience.

Research conducted during the past couple of decades has shown that it
is possible to reduce the traditional social and psychological distance
perceived by participants in online courses. The use of teacher “imme-
diacy behaviors” is pivotal, however. Teacher immediacy behaviors can
be verbal or nonverbal. Verbal immediacy relates to the increase in the
psychological closeness between teachers and students. It is displayed in
the use of student names, humor, encouraging student feedback, finding
out how students are, and sharing personal experiences. In contrast,
nonverbal immediacy includes cues communicated through smiling,
eye contact, body movements, and vocal expressiveness (Hutchins,
2003).

In online environments, the teacher’s verbal immediacy behavior is par-
ticularly essential for setting the tone and climate conducive to enhanc-
ing student participation, satisfaction, and overall learning. Ben
Arbaugh’s study (2001) of student satisfaction in an online MBA course
found that lecturer immediacy behavior was a positive predictor of stu-
dent satisfaction. Hutchins (2003) added that a sense of immediacy can
also be related to course design or how a teacher arranges the course
components in support of learners’ internal learning process. For exam-
ple, embedding help systems, online tutorials, and computer-scored ex-
ams can lend a sense of immediacy in feedback and support.

The TEC-VARIETY framework reflects these important principles, spe-
cifically that of setting appropriate tone or climate in the class (first
principle), adding a variety of interesting tasks (fourth principle), and
using tension or challenge (ninth principle) to facilitate learner interac-
tion and exploration of course materials.
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Learning Theory #4: Sociocultural Views—Learner
Motivation Through Considerations of the Cultural

Milieu

In the 1990s, there was an obvious shift in education and psychology
toward acknowledging the role of social and contextual processes in
how we learn. Some have argued that our cognitive processes are inher-
ently cultural and thus inseparable from the specific situations in which
we live (Rogoft, 2003). Most prominent among sociocultural theorists
about the role of social and cultural processes in learning is Russian
psychologist Lev Vygotsky (1978). Vygotsky recognized that scaffolded
instruction by more knowledgeable others at the edges of a learner’s
zone of proximal development is pivotal to understanding human learn-
ing and development. Today, technology tools can foster new forms of
such scaffolded support with word processors, grammar checkers, con-
cept mapping tools, online think sheets, and referenceware like Wikipe-
dia. People learn through their participation in commonly valued
activities of a particular group where cultural tools such as language and
artifacts help mediate learner understanding and meaning making in a
highly collaborative learning process (Lave & Wenger, 1991). The soci-
ocultural orientation is manifested through popular learning approach-
es and instructional ideas that have arisen since the late 1980s including
situated cognition (Brown, Collins & Duguid, 1989), problem-based
learning (Savery & Duffy, 1996), communities of practice (Wenger,
1998), and various ecological perspectives on learning (Barab & Roth,
2006).

Current online learning programs provide learners assorted means of
electronic access and interaction with the learning materials. They also
encourage fellow learners and tutors to emphasize strategies such as col-
laborative learning and the negotiation of ideas. Perhaps most salient
and striking is the change in the role of the lecturer from an expert to
that of a colearner or learning concierge and curator. As this change oc-
curs, students become increasingly responsible for their own learning.

Interaction Principle. The role of interaction with instructors and ex-
pert guests as well as with peers is underscored by the sociocultural ap-
proach. Various types of interactions are necessary to promote a
supportive community of inquiry or learning community in online
learning contexts. For example, Karen Swan emphasized learner inter-
action with the course content, the lecturer, and with peers (Swan,
2001). Other online learning researchers like Liam Rourke and his col-
leagues (Rourke, Anderson, Garrison, & Archer, 1999) have explored
affective, interactive, and cohesive interactions. Still others have high-
lighted intellectual, social, and emotional interaction (Khoo & Forret,
2011).
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Studies have revealed that interaction and socialization have a direct
impact on online learner motivation (Xie & Ke, 2010). Specifically, in-
teraction and socialization foster learners’ intrinsic motivation and en-
gagement in a course (Shroff, Vogel, Coombes, & Lee, 2007). They also
influence student satisfaction and their perception of learning (Swan,
2001) including those of students in online MBA courses (Arbaugh,
2000).

So crucial is the notion of interaction in traditional and online learning
environments that it is frequently cited as a key feature in principles of
effective teaching practices (e.g., Chickering & Gamson, 1987). Learner-
learner as well as learner-expert interactions are also vital in designing
environments rich with authentic and problem-based learning
(Grabinger & Dunlap, 1995).

Relevancy Principle (also Curiosity, Interactivity, Engagement, Tension,
Yielding Products). Perhaps the most widely researched teaching strate-
gy of this recent sociocultural learning era is that of making learning
relevant, authentic, and meaningful to students. Researchers such as
Herrington, Reeves, and Oliver (2006) have advanced current ideas on
authentic learning in Web-based learning contexts to spur students to
undertake deeper and more meaningful approaches to learning. Au-
thentic learning tasks are typically ill-structured and complex. They also
tend to utilize different forms of collaboration, involve creating a group
product, embedding opportunities for reflection, and encouraging the
exploration of a diversity of ideas and solutions. In such contexts, learn-
ers are empowered to choose what they need to learn, why they need to
learn it, and how and in what order that learning will take place.

Current studies also underscore the importance of using relevant and
authentic tasks among self-directed e-learners as a way of fostering their
intrinsic motivation to learn (Kim, 2009). Online corporate trainees
tend to prefer the goal-driven aspects of product- and case-based learn-
ing approaches as well as opportunities for role play and debates (Bonk,
Kim, & Lee, 2004). Similarly, students enrolled in professional programs
want their learning related to real-life practice (Kember, Ho, & Hong,
2008). At the community college level, authentic tasks have been shown
to reduce attrition rates (Aragon & Johnson, 2008).

The notion of relevancy is pivotal in many contemporary pedagogical
frameworks that recognize learner-centered principles such as authen-
ticity, collaboration, and active engagement (Toporski & Foley, 2004).
Having a purpose or mission as well as a variety of challenging and fun
topics is also vital (Butler, 2003).

Relevancy is also a cornerstone in the ARCS model developed by John
Keller (1987, 2010) of Florida State University. The ARCS model can
help online educators and trainers plan and design motivationally en-
gaging courses and programs. In the ARCS model, four dimensions of
motivation—attention, relevance, confidence, and satisfaction—
contribute to students’ interest, effort, and performance in a course.
Gaining students’ attention through resources that increase their curios-

TEC-VARIETY « Bonk & Khoo = p. 49
PAGE PROOFS = 2/9/2014



ity or sense of inquiry is foundational for learning. The ARCS model is
renowned for its systematic design and application of the ARCS dimen-
sions across a variety of educational contexts (Cocea & Weibelzahl,
2006; Keller, 1999; Keller & Suzuki, 2004; Kember et al., 2008; Song &
Keller, 2001). Kim and Frick’s study (2011), for instance, highlighted the
relevancy element in the ARCS model. More specifically, their study
found that in addition to age and competence with technology, the best
predictor of student motivation to initiate self-directed e-learning was
the relevancy of the course to students’ personal learning goals.

In sum, active and social collaborative strategies emphasizing the use of
relevant and meaningful tasks (sixth principle), interactivity (seventh
principle), engagement (eighth principle), and yielding products (tenth
principle) underpin TEC-VARIETY framework.

Tone/Climate and Variety Principle. A further contribution from the
sociocultural era is the incorporation of ideas centered on “culture” in
education. Social psychologists and anthropologists have long indicated
the need to understand the virtues and unique aspects of how groups
form, be it according to culture, ethnicity, or gender. Understanding
group formation and growth is increasingly vital for online educators as
social media proliferates and Web contexts continue to attract a rich
and diverse range of learners across varied geographical locations, lan-
guages, cultures, gender, ages, and socioeconomic backgrounds (Hart-
nett, Bhattacharya, & Dron, 2007).

Considerations of culture in the design of online learning environments
have largely been ignored until recently. However, as online learning
becomes increasingly global, it is critical for online lecturers to be cul-
turally sensitive in their tasks and examples. In order to ensure the suc-
cess of all learners, effective online educators acknowledge the cultural
capital and contribution that each student brings into the learning con-
text. For instance, some students may come from collectivist-oriented
cultures where one would quickly identify with a particular group’s cul-
ture and goals, whereas others will undoubtedly come from more indi-
vidualistic and competitive cultures and maintain goals geared toward
personal success (Clem, 2005).

Along these same lines, Wlodkowski (1999) highlighted how strategies
adopted by educators may, in fact, contribute to a lack of intrinsic moti-
vation among some students. As an example, course icebreaker activi-
ties typically require students to share aspects of their personal
experiences, beliefs, or feelings with others in the course. Although
some students enjoy such interactions, those from cultures unfamiliar
with such self-disclosure may be distressed by it. Wlodkowski cited how
such experiences can be disconcerting for Asian Americans, Latinos,
and Native Americans who typically confine such expressions to family
members. Such tasks, in fact, can alienate some students from the rest of
the class. Suffice it to say, such studies across countries and cultures
raise important considerations for online educators to account for stu-
dent diversity and their cultural contexts when adopting learning and
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motivational strategies to ensure the success of all students in the
course.

Recognition of learner cultural diversity is acknowledged in our TEC-
VARIETY framework, specifically that of setting appropriate tone or
climate to foster a sense of belonging in the class (first principle) and us-
ing a variety of culturally relevant and inclusive strategies (fourth prin-
ciple).

Trends and Takeaways

Current trends in motivational research highlight the dynamic, com-
plex, and multidimensional nature of the factors influencing human
motivation and action in online learning contexts (Hartnett et al., 2011).
The evolution of motivational models (including our TEC-VARIETY
framework) portrays a shift from individual cognitive and affective pro-
cesses to current views of a more dynamic and embedded relationship
between the individual and her social context. Wlodkowski reminds ed-
ucators not to focus only on one particular motivational technique or
strategy as a panacea for facilitating intrinsic motivation but rather to
consider a combination of strategies and how to combine them mean-
ingfully in a way that their mutual influence might bring about maxi-
mum effect in a class.

And that is a key intent of the TEC-VARIETY framework. There are 10
principles that educators can put to work either singly or using two or
more together. The more integrated and coordinated the elements in
the instructional design, the more likely they are to sustain learner in-
trinsic motivation. Our friend Tom Reeves (2006) from the University
of Georgia expanded this idea of integration to include aligning course
components such as goals, tasks, student and instructor roles, course
design, content, the available technology, and the instructor’s own as-
sessment practices. When thoughtfully blended together, these compo-
nents develop students’ capacities across the cognitive, affective,
conative (i.e., striving, volition, desire, and so on), and psychomotor
realms.

In this chapter, we visited four different theoretical perspectives and
their underlying assumptions of how people learn and are motivated to
take action to achieve their learning goals. While discussing these four
psychological accounts of learning that have arisen in succeeding order
during the past century, we highlighted studies that provided evidence
for the viability of the 10 principles of our TEC-VARIETY framework.
To help visualize the connection between learning theory and aspects of
the TEC-VARIETY framework, see Table 3.1 which is intended to help
instructors locate each principle in our framework in relation to the
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theoretical underpinning it serves (a check mark indicates that a theory
supports a particular principle).

Table 3.1: Theoretical Underpinnings of the TEC VARIETY Framework

Tone/ Encouragement: | Curiosity: Variety: | Autonomy: | Relevance: Interactivity: | Engagement: | Tension: Yielding
climate: Feedback, Surprise, Novelty, | Choice, Meaningful, | Collaborative, | Effort, Challenge, Products:
Psychological | Responsiveness, | Intrigue, Fun, Control, Authentic, Team-Based, | Involvement, | Dissonance, | Goal Driven,
Safety, Praise, Supports | Unknowns | Fantasy | Flexibility, | Interesting | Community | Excitement | Controversy | Purposeful
Comfort, Opportunity Vision,
Sense of Ownership

Principles

Learning
Theories

Behaviorism v v
Cognitivism v v v v v v v
Constructivism v v 4 v v v v
Sociocultural v v v 4 v v v v

We encourage educators to gauge the usefulness of each motivational
component found in TEC-VARIETY and consider how well it fits with
their typical instructional strategies, course goals, content, types of
learners, and overall teaching philosophy. Consider for a moment your
own beliefs about how people learn. Then reflect on the extent to which
you are comfortable in taking risks in using new technologies and
teaching strategies. Perhaps this chapter will help you begin to think
about which motivational principles may be lacking in your own cours-
es. We hope that you continue to reflect on your pedagogical practices
when perusing and selecting from among the 100+ activities put for-
ward in the following 10 chapters of this book in accordance with the
TEC-VARIETY framework.

The TEC-VARIETY framework is intended to be a helpful mnemonic
for 10 key motivational principles for online learning success. It is a
toolkit or online teaching guide. It can also be a framework that offers
theory-to-practice-driven personal reflections at the end of a task, mod-
ule, or course. TEC-VARIETY and the repertoire of practical ideas in
the 100+ activities that follow in the following 10 chapters can empower
you to adapt your instruction for higher levels of student motivation
and engagement. If successful, you will enhance the quality of your class
interactions, facilitate lifelong learning ambitions in your students, and
help mitigate against student attrition.

It is now time to read on through the next 10 chapters and, we hope, to
add a bit of TEC-VARIETY to your own courses.
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CHAPTER FOUR

PRINCIPLE #1: TONE/CLIMATE

(includes Psychological Safety, Comfort,
and Sense of Belonging)

| never teach my pupils; | only attempt to provide
the conditions in which they can learn.

—Albert Einstein

Perhaps the most obvious place to begin a framework related to online
motivation and retention as well as to start a course is to introduce ideas
related to the tone or atmosphere of the class. How an instructor wel-
comes learners into a course is perhaps tantamount to success. As noted
in Chapter Three, those adhering to principles from Abraham Maslow,
Carl Rogers, and other humanistic psychologists start with a focus on
establishing a psychologically safe climate for learning. From this hu-
manistic perspective, learners must be comfortable with the course, the
instructor, and themselves as online learners. In addition, such learners
must feel that their ideas are respected and encouraged. Establishing a
welcoming environment allows the student to settle in and adjust to this
relatively new form of instructional delivery.

Ideas from Carl Rogers have been influential in education for decades.
His Freedom to Learn (1969) and Freedom to Learn for the 1980s (1983)
are considered classic texts by many espousing learner-centered instruc-
tional approaches and opportunities for students to construct and share
personal ideas and innovations. For Rogers, at the core of education,
learning should be open and active, involve genuine tasks, respect stu-
dents’ backgrounds and ideas, and embed student-driven activities
where and when possible. These principles should hold no matter what
the age group or discipline.

What becomes apparent from reading Rogers’ Freedom to Learn books
is that there should be invitations for learners to make decisions and
take responsibility for their own learning. In collaborative settings, there
is a unique sharing of ideas and perspective among the students.
In effect, for Rogers, the more that learners are free and open to experi-
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ences, the more likely that they will be creative and participate in pro-
ductive ways in the world at large.

When people feel valued and understood, there is a sense of safety to
explore and a freedom to continue to grow. Such a perspective would
resonate with those who incorporate aspects of Web 2.0 technology in
their instruction. For instance, an instructor could be considered a
Rogerian if he relied on student reflection blogs, Twitter feeds, and pod-
cast shows. Such a humanistic and learner-centered approach is also
apparent in collaborative document building using Wikispaces or
Google Docs, as well as in social networking activities using systems like
Facebook or LinkedIn. From a pedagogical perspective, an instructor
could be a Rogerian if she relies on product- and problem-based learn-
ing and emphasizes the construction of knowledge and learning partici-
pation in the classroom. With such technologies and activities, students
take ownership over the learning process. There is a freedom to express
ideas, create new products, share inventions, and, in general, make sig-
nificant learning contributions in the classroom, be they physical or vir-
tual.

Instructors, no matter the situation, can create climates that are learner-
centered and invitational in nature. Such environments are filled with a
sense of meaning, individualization, belongingness, and encourage-
ment. At the same time, there are challenges but also supports to meet
those challenges. Challenges do not mean roadblocks.

The initial sense of understanding or empathy expressed by an instruc-
tor can create strong bonds with students. These interpersonal connec-
tions can nurture student support early on in the course when some of
them may feel lost or confused by the structure of the course and as-
signed tasks (Salmon, 2011). Opening activities can foster mutual
knowledge among those enrolled as well as a set of expectations that the
course will be highly engaging and interactive. Students will realize that
an active learning approach will be utilized and that their productive
participation is required.

While that is the optimistic side of education, opening moments in the
course can also isolate students as well as disrespect them in some way.
When that happens, there is scant motivation to participate in the
course. Think about some new organization or conference in the physi-
cal world. When you arrive and no one is there to greet you, or you feel
uncomfortable with the surroundings, you are unlikely to be an active
participant, at least not immediately. The same is true if you do not
know the mission or purpose of the institution, organization, or event.
However, if social icebreakers or meet-and-greet activities took place
before the start of the event or at the very beginning, you would likely
feel greater dedication, commitment, and willingness to pursue difficult
tasks later on.

Activities that set a positive tone such as social icebreakers help learners
and instructors become acquainted with each other. This mutual
knowledge can facilitate later small-group activities and hasten the ef-
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fective functioning of online teams. Opening social activities like scav-
enger hunts of online course resources can also help to familiarize
learners with the content that they will encounter in the course, as well
as with the very tools that they will need to effectively access that con-
tent. There is far less stress in experimenting with passwords, access is-
sues, and tool features at the start of a course than later on in the
semester or term when one or more assignments are coming due.

When used effectively in an online or blended course, these early class
activities help overcome emotional, social, or cultural discomfort and
establish “swift trust” (Meyerson, Weick, & Kramer, 1996), a social glue
that binds the online class participants together during the duration of
the course to successfully complete the course’s learning activities and
goals. Feelings of trust, rapport building, and a sense of camaraderie are
typically assumed to be quite difficult to establish in online courses
compared to face-to-face courses due to the separation of distance,
space, and time. A study by Meyerson et al. (1996) indicated that online
instructors can shortcut this process by putting in place building blocks
for establishing swift trust.

The first week of an online course is especially crucial for developing
trust via instructor actions such as initiating early communication with
students and developing a positive tone and social climate through ac-
tivities, such as those exemplified in this chapter. Online courses where
swift trust had been achieved early in the semester were deemed to be
more successful than those that had not (Coppola, Hiltz, & Rotter,
2004). Online lecturers who downgrade the importance of setting a psy-
chologically safe class tone and swift trust do so at their own peril, leav-
ing their students vulnerable to a higher likelihood of feeling isolated
and uncared for (Jarvenpaa & Leidner, 1998).

Once established, that sense of trust is sustained through frequent and
predictable communication with the instructor as well as regular feed-
back from him. There are also opportunities to provide feedback back to
the instructor. Such a course is designed for high levels of interactivity
and trust building. Many of the activities in this chapter as well as the
nine that follow are meant to help in that regard.

Technologies for Principle #1:
Tone/Climate

When it comes to establishing a certain tone and climate, there are
many technology tools from which to select. For instance, a public wiki
for a course or training event allows the world to peek in and contribute
to it. Such a tool helps students realize that their learning in this particu-
lar course will be global in nature. At the same time, a private class wiki
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can also foster an awareness that students can contribute to the learning
of their peers in this class while assuring class members that their ideas
will not be read, commented on, or pirated by those outside their
course. Polling students as to their preferences—public or private—
would best determine the route chosen.

An instructor might also welcome students to her course with a short
online video offering a brief course overview and an explanation of her
teaching philosophy. That same instructor might refer newly enrolled as
well as potential students to a class website or instructor blog. Students
might also become acclimated to the class by watching Web-streamed
lectures of the instructor or listening to one or more of her podcasted
lectures from previous semesters.

Instructors relying on several methods to create a warm climate for
learning might think about creating an online template or job aid for
navigating all of them. Many online instructors post their course syllabi
to the Web with links to course readings, videos, and other online re-
sources. Posting a syllabus to the Web is akin to having an online wel-
come mat for potential students as well as recent graduates or course
alumni. For those currently enrolled in the course, it is a sign that the
course materials will be open, online, and free to explore at will. The
tone of the class will be one of learner self-exploration and discovery.

Most of the activities described in this chapter do not involve cutting-
edge or expensive technologies. Many simply utilize computer confer-
ence systems and their online discussion forums which have existed for
decades. In such forums, students and instructors can make introduc-
tions, form relationships, share personal and professional information,
and generally learn more about each other. Such social icebreakers,
while not necessarily heavy when it comes to course content, set the
stage for many later course activities. Bonk, in fact, had 30 percent of his
students drop his first fully online course back in 1997. After he added a
few social icebreakers, the percentage of students failing to complete his
online courses dropped to zero the next time he offered that same
course online.

Ten Online Activities in
Principle #1: Tone/Climate

In this chapter, we detail 10 learning activities that correspond with the
first principle of the TEC-VARIETY model, namely “Tone” or “Cli-
mate.” Attached to this principle are concepts such as psychological
safety, comfort, and sense of belonging. There is extensive overlap with-
in the 10 principles of our framework. As a result, with minor tweaking,
many of the activities in this book could be relocated as prime examples
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for one of the other nine principles. In fact, many of the activities listed
in this chapter relating to the Tone or Climate principle address other
principles, such as encouragement, curiosity, or autonomy, in direct or
indirect ways.

As was noted in Chapter One, the scales provided for each of the 100 ac-
tivities—related to the risk, time, cost, and degree of learner-
centeredness—are highly subjective but reflect our extensive online ex-
periences and backgrounds. The reader should be aware that each rating
is dependent on many factors including the content area, degree of
learner familiarity with the Internet, and the age of the learners. You
should also keep in mind that these risk, time, and cost indices, in this
chapter as well as the following nine, are in regards to the instructor,
trainer, moderator, tutor, or course developer, not the learner or learn-
ing participants. And what is deemed high risk to one instructor or
trainer might be extremely comfortable for another. Keep this in mind
as you explore the following 10 activities for establishing a safe tone and
climate.

Activity 1. Personal Introductions

Description and Purpose of Activity. Introductions are a universal in-
structional technique across all forms of instructional delivery, content
areas, and age groups. They break the ice on the opening day of a class
or training activity. Certainly, most of the activities already mentioned
earlier are indirect forms of personal introductions.

Many online educators would prefer to create a discussion thread for
learners to make explicit introductions. Instructors or trainers could
structure the introduction activity by asking for specific items or charac-
teristics. For instance, ask learners to list their professional interests,
goals in signing up for the course, and jobs that they have held in the
past; in addition you could ask about personal matters such as hobbies
and interests outside of school, favorite places to visit or vacation, or sa-
lient personality traits. We have found that the most interesting and
useful posts are those that combine the personal as well as the profes-
sional. Again, be sensitive to student cultural issues when asking for the-
se types of personal information.

As with many other activities in this chapter, the purpose of this tech-
nique is for the creation of socially shared knowledge and opportunities
that might foster intersubjectivity among course participants (Rogoff,
1990). It is from social interaction and dialogue that many solutions are
often found in education and training settings (Brown & Duguid, 2000).
What may seem unimportant or incon-sequential at first is often central
to student learning. In addition, the personal introduction threads pro-
vide a space that students can revisit throughout the course; especially
when they are matched with others for small-group activities.

TEC-VARIETY « Bonk & Khoo = p. 57
PAGE PROOFS = 2/9/2014



Skills and Objectives. These include course interactivity, feedback, so-
cial interaction, sharing, appreciation of multiple perspectives, course
diversity, community building, and mutual knowledge.

Advice and Ideas. Once again, the instructor should be one of the
course participants who posts a personal introduction. In fact, he should
be among the initial responders. Being the first to post establishes ex-
pectations for later course participation. There might also be instruc-
tional guides related to how much to post and the number of peers to
whom learners need to provide feedback or comments. If someone has
posted something really interesting or connected to a topic covered later
in the class, highlight it. The instructor might also highlight commonali-
ties across participant posts.

Variations and Extensions. To help reduce tension about the course,
students could be assigned a partner (e.g., a Web buddy, e-mail pal, or
critical friend) for the semester, with whom they would share their in-
troductory information. Partners could ask a few clarifying questions or
seek additional information. After a few exchanges, ask team members
to share what they have learned about each other in a discussion forum,
allowing students to add to any information that their partner reveals
about them.

Another extension of this task would be for the instructor to create an
online hangman game or crossword puzzle using information about the
students in the course. A third variation would be to have separate dis-
cussion threads for personal introductions and professional introduc-
tions. Fourth, the students might initially vote on what areas or topics
they want to include in their respective introductions. Such student de-
cision making would set the stage for later learner-centered activities
and autonomy.

Key Instructional Considerations

Risk index: Low

Time index: Medium

Cost index: Low

Learner-centered index: High

Duration of the learning activity: 1-2 weeks

Activity 2. Video Introductions

Description and Purpose of Activity. One activity that we have seen
students and instructors use more and more is video introductions.
There are many reasons why instructors are increasingly relying on
them. First, there is the growing recognition of the need for social pres-
ence on the part of online instructors across all educational sectors. The
communicative cues that can be embedded in a short instructor video of
one to three minutes helps to personalize a seemingly “cold” Web-based
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environment and can set the stage for later learning in the course. Stu-
dents can quickly understand the scope, purpose, and history of the
course and associated course topics.

There are many other reasons for the surge in video introductions with-
in online and blended courses. Enhanced bandwidth, lowered storage
costs, and a vast array of emerging technologies for recording, catego-
rizing, and storing shared online video has made such activities an effi-
cient and effective aspect of online courses. In the past, the costs of
video production and storage were too exorbitant for most online train-
ing and education, except perhaps for military or corporate training en-
vironments. And when video materials were produced, few learners had
the requisite bandwidth to watch them.

Recording a video introduction serves many purposes. First, it lowers
the tension among students signing up for the course by personalizing
the course. Second, it advertises the course and program. Third, it can
help boost the reputations of the instructor and program. Fourth, it can
be replayed as many times as a student feels is warranted. Fifth, it can be
reused in later semesters or versions of the course. It might also find use
in similar courses by other instructors.

Skills and Objectives. These include observational skills, course plan-
ning, visual learning, and learner motivation and engagement. A key
goal here is for lecturers to introduce the course in a personalized and
engaging fashion to students (using audio and visual cues). Such an ap-
proach helps to familiarize students with the course content and re-
sources so as to reduce personal hesitancy to enroll.

Advice and Ideas. Watch video introductions from other courses and
instructors before creating your own. Take notes on them. Maybe talk
to colleagues in your department or in your organization about what
you ought to include. Check out your production studios and other
available resources. Then script it out. Next, practice the introduction or
have dry runs through the content before you go to production. We re-
alize that it feels strange to see and hear a recording of yourself. Until
you become comfortable with the technology and recording process,
you will tend to be overly critical of yourself. Relax, this feeling is natu-
ral and the situation will get better over time. In addition, consider how
props, jokes, and interesting stories or examples might pull potential
students into the course.

To create the video, you might be able to use the technical support ser-
vices of your organization or institution. Find out what resources are
available. Some instructors use a common audio screen and lecture cap-
ture tool such as Panopto to record themselves from the convenience of
their desktop. Alternatively, you can sign up for a free screen capturing
service like Screencast-O-Matic, Jing, or Screenr and use an internal
camera and microphone on your laptop computer. Hit the record but-
ton and stop when done. Then post a link to the video file that was cre-
ated. It is that simple.
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There is much you can do with the video introduction once you have
created it. As with most course content and resources, instructors can
create a reflection activity on their video introductions. For instance,
you could begin a discussion thread related to the introduction. Alter-
natively, online instructors might build question and answer (Q&A)
sessions around their introductory videos. Such Q&A activities can help
personalize the information in the course introduction. At the end of
the semester, be sure to solicit student feedback on the videos you used
in the course and take suggestions on how they could be improved.

Some instructors create a video at the beginning of a new course topic
or module to give students an overview of what they will be learning.
They may also include a video related to each of the course assessment
activities as a means to walk students through the requirements. How-
ever, instructors also need to keep in mind that there could be students
with auditory disabilities. If that is the case, they will need to create a
transcript of the video or closed-captioning in order to be ADA compli-
ant. Along these same lines, visually impaired students will need an au-
ditory file or the ability to access the text in a braille reader.

Variations and Extensions. One option or extension to this task is to
have the learners create their own video productions. In our own clas-
ses, many students have voluntarily created and shared their personal
introductions after viewing the instructor’s introduction. A student vid-
eo introduction is yet another means to personalize the course and
grant students more power and control over their own learning.

Khoo was involved in a research project where intermediate-level sci-
ence students (11 to 12 years old) recorded videos discussing their as-
sumptions about what it meant to be a scientist at the beginning of the
unit. This was followed by a second recording after the unit was com-
pleted. Being able to revisit their initial ideas and misconceptions on
video proved an amazing learning experience for students in terms of
seeing how far they had shifted in their thinking by the end of the unit.
It also provided a valuable multimodal learning experience that was es-
pecially appealing to the more visually oriented learners.

A second option is to have students watch video introductions from in-
structors at other institutions or organizations and compare the content
with that from their own instructor. Such an approach offers a different
interpretation of the importance of the course or field of study. Perhaps
key historical insights or milestones will be offered in those other intro-
ductions. Another possibility would be to have students watch the vari-
ous introductions and provide a short summary, integration paper, or
presentation across these videos to gain a more macro perspective of the
course or entire field.

Key Instructional Considerations

Risk index: Medium
Time index: Medium to High
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Cost index: Medium
Learner-centered index: Low to Medium
Duration of the learning activity: 1-2 weeks

Activity 3. Goals and Expectations

Description and Purpose of Activity. Each online course or training
situation has a set of goals and learning outcomes established by the in-
structor or designer of the course. However, learners have their own
goals and expectations. In this activity, students share their expectations
for the class, including why they enrolled in it and what they intend to
get out of the course or module (Dennen & Bonk, 2008). To emphasize
the importance of this task, it might be the very first item to which stu-
dents respond in a course discussion forum. After opening the “Course
Goals and Expectations” thread, students would post a few of their goals
and expectations for the course as well as comment on those of their
peers.

There are many benefits to be gained from this one simple strategy. For
instance, other students can read what their peers are expecting from
the course and compare these to their own goals and expectations.
There might be some commonalities across most of them in terms of
their intentions for taking the class. And a few students with unusual
requests may understand that the instructor might not be able to meet
all of them. Another benefit is that fellow students in the course could
offer each other tips or suggestions on how to meet some of their goals.
In addition, this is a goal-oriented activity, meaning that it can shape the
behavior of students toward the goals that they each have personally es-
tablished. Posted goals give them something to strive for and feel a sense
of personal pride or accomplishment when achieved.

Instructors gain an important perspective from reading through and
commenting on students’ goals and expectations. They can mention
that they will get to a topic or issue of interest at some later point in the
semester, thereby lowering any students’ felt anxiety levels about the
personal benefits of the course or inner tension that their needs may not
be met in this course. At the same time, the instructor could alter or
shift aspects of the course if she senses that there is an area with sulffi-
cient student interest that was not being addressed. Allowing for some
degree of student choice and negotiation of the course’s goals to meet
student personal or professional needs is another way for instructors to
effectively support and respect the many and varied student learning
perspectives (Duffy & Jonassen, 1992).

Skills and Objectives. These include idea generation, reflection, goal
setting, comparison and contrast, analysis, community building, and
basic terms or factual knowledge. A key aspect of this activity is sharing
what students know and plan to learn in the course.
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Advice and Ideas. As with the eight nouns activity (Activity 5), direct
modeling from the instructor will help students understand the “goals
and expectations” task. Consequently, we recommend that the instruc-
tor and any teaching assistants be among the first to complete this task.
In addition, the instructor could post interesting comments posted by
students in previous semesters; with permission, of course.

The instructor can use the information that is posted to the course ex-
pectations thread in myriad ways. At the very least, she should read the-
se posts and adjust ensuing classes appropriately. This is especially
important for instructors hoping to build a learning community in their
classes. A positive online class atmosphere can be promoted when nego-
tiating and steering the class toward common learning goals. More spe-
cifically, such an environment is salient when encouraging students to
work hard toward their goals and gently reminding them when they are
off track. It is also useful when pointing out how the different tasks and
activities will lead to achievement of the chief course goals listed at the
onset of the course. Finally, instructors can use this information when
drawing student attention to how the achievement of mutual class goals
can result in reaching their individual learning goals and vice versa.
Such techniques can foster a positive tone and feeling of mutual collab-
oration and respect for one another.

As part of this effort, the instructor could send a course announcement
or an e-mail message that discusses or highlights some of the student
goals and expectations, pulling out common themes as well as subtle
differences. During this process, the instructor should respond to as
many student postings as possible.

There are innumerable benefits from acquiring this information early in
the course. Keep in mind that any listing of course goals or expectations
is an indirect reflection of student prior knowledge of a topic. Students
will indicate terms, principles, theories, and subject areas wherein they
have preexisting knowledge or abilities, which enables the instructor to
create conceptual anchors and tasks to incorporate that knowledge.

Some final advice relates to the reality of teaching and learning. Alt-
hough this activity is highly learner-centered, students must realize that
not every item in their lists can be fully addressed. Still, instructors and
trainers must use their best judgment as to where and when an idea
from a student could be implemented or even alter the course in some
valuable manner.

Variations and Extensions. Many course tasks often spin off this one
early course activity. For instance, we sometimes ask our students to
post their goals and expectations in teams or in accordance with their
career interests or occupational pursuits. Student goals and expectations
in a counseling psychology course, for instance, may depend on wheth-
er they plan to enter school counseling, health care or government set-
tings, or private practice. Once completed, they might be required to
summarize the expectations for their respective group or theme area to
compare it with other groups or career discussion threads. The instruc-
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tor could also end the course or semester with a reflection paper task
where students are asked to compare their initial goals and expectations
to what they learned in the course.

To build a sense of community, ask students to name one or more peo-
ple who posted certain goals and expectations. They could also build on
the goals and expectations of students who took the course previously.
Alternatively, instructors can summarize student goals and expectations
in a list for students to rank or vote on so that they can have a more ac-
tive voice in the class or indicate some of their learning priorities. Suf-
fice it to say, this is one activity that can be operationalized in dozens of
different and highly intriguing ways.

Key Instructional Considerations

Risk index: Medium

Time index: Low

Cost index: Low

Learner-centered index: High

Duration of the learning activity: 1 week

Activity 4. Personal Commitments

Description and Purpose of Activity. Similar to the goals and expecta-
tions activity, this activity simply asks students to post their commit-
ments to the course. For instance, a student may say that he is
committed to reading a certain technical report or book listed in the syl-
labus because it relates to his present job, or to finish this course during
this particular semester as he will be halfway done with his master’s de-
gree by then. The number of commitments that the instructor expects
students to list as well as any relevant peer interaction criteria will have
to be clearly stated.

Embedding a personal commitments task in your online course may be
the most momentous instructional decision you make. As with the goals
and expectations activity, commitments force learners not only to think
of personal outcomes that they wish to accomplish but to actually list
them for later evaluation and reflection. In effect, posting commitments
offers adults with chaotic schedules a definitive end state to work to-
ward. Humans are goal-oriented creatures. This singular task makes it
possible for them to reach toward some personally high standard of suc-
cess or self-actualization.

In addition, this task makes explicit what was once internal and highly
secretive or personal for each student, thereby allowing the entire class,
and sometimes the world, to read and react to what is posted. By mak-
ing such personal commitments, a class filled with adult learners (or
even K-12 students) is less likely experience drop-outs. Each person
posting such commitments has decided that there are achievable course

TEC-VARIETY « Bonk & Khoo = p. 63
PAGE PROOFS = 2/9/2014



goals toward which he or she is investing personal time and energy to
accomplish. Fellow students can then acknowledge and support each
other in meeting those stated outcomes. Such support might compel a
person who is considering dropping out to want to continue so as not to
be ashamed (that is, to save face).

Skills and Objectives. These include idea generation, goal setting,
working backwards, reflection, comparison and contrast, and analysis.
This task helps students perceive possible course outcomes and work
hard to make them happen.

Advice and Ideas. Most of the advice in the previous activity applies
here as well. As with the goals and expectations activity, this task can be
accomplished through a course discussion forum using a free computer
conferencing system or available discussion forum in a CMS like
Desire2Learn, Moodle, Sakai, or Blackboard. The instructor may also
use a course wiki to accumulate and expand on student commitments;
freely available wiki tools that many educators tend to use include Wik-
ispaces, PBworks, and Wikis in Education. Another alternative is to ask
students to create a blog for the course and post their course commit-
ments publicly or privately within it. Privacy may be especially critical
for students from different cultural or ethnic backgrounds. Be sure to
make such privacy an option.

As with course goals and expectations, personal commitments are a
window into the minds of your students. Each commitment is built up-
on previous accomplishments, backgrounds, and experiences. Instruc-
tors who read through these commitments gain a rich understanding of
what each student aspires to be after they finish that course or their en-
tire program of studies. Do not downplay this knowledge. It may help
you change directions in a course when students seem apathetic toward
selected tasks or particular course content.

Savvy instructors build on such information and refer to it often. Stu-
dents will realize that their instructor has read their postings and genu-
inely cares about what they will accomplish in the online or blended
course. This realization, in turn, will support and perhaps solidify their
projected or hoped-for end states. Effective instruction could include
student reflections on the commitments that they have in common with
others in the course.

Variations and Extensions. Commitments posted in the first week of a
course might be significantly modified a few weeks later. Given that
likelihood, instructors should assign follow-up commitment tasks. As
an example, ask students to post their commitments a few times during
the course and then write a final paper on how their commitments
changed during the course as well as which commitments they actually
reached and when. If some papers are particularly insightful, instructors
could ask their authors for permission to share them with students in
the ensuing semesters or versions of the course or training experience.

Another variation of this task is to have students post their commit-
ments to different discussion threads that are set up by age, gender, oc-

TEC-VARIETY « Bonk & Khoo = p. 64
PAGE PROOFS = 2/9/2014



cupation, or student background. It would not be too surprising if stu-
dents’ course outcome commitments significantly varied between stu-
dents in their 20s and those in their 30s and 40s with families and
children to raise. They also may be drastically different from commit-
ments coming from individuals nearing retirement. As an add-on or
modification to this activity, you could ask students what they can con-
tribute to the course using their personal expertise, experiences, or in-
terests. In effect, this would be a set of personal commitments to help in
the operation of the course, as opposed to commitments to achieving a
certain state of knowledge or competence at the end of the course.

Key Instructional Considerations

Risk index: Medium

Time index: Low

Cost index: Low

Learner-centered index: High

Duration of the learning activity: 1 week

Activity 5. Eight Nouns

Description and Purpose of Activity. One of our favorite activities is
called the “eight nouns activity.” It is as simple as the name implies. In
this task, everyone is required to post to a discussion forum eight nouns
that best describe themselves (Dennen & Bonk, 2008). Learners should
also describe why each particular noun selected is representative of who
they are. Depending on the instructor preferences, such descriptions
can be short, perhaps one or two sentences, or more lengthy and extend
for a paragraph or more.

The first few nouns often come fairly easily. For instance, Bonk will
quickly list “pirate,” “music lover,” “roadrunner,” “wind,” and “travel-
er.” For the final three, he often has to think for a while. Ditto for most
of his students. It is in the last few nouns, however, that they often re-
veal aspects of themselves of which even they were not fully aware.
Much of that information might find later use in the course. For in-
stance, data from the eight nouns activity could prove valuable as a fac-
tor in grouping students for project work. It could also be strategically
employed for engagement and curiosity when the instructor mentions a
student interest, hobby, or accomplishment that was noted in the eight
nouns task back in Week One.

The eight nouns activity is a common opening icebreaker for an online
course. It helps students quickly grasp the backgrounds of others in the
course. With so much personal information on display for peers and in-
structors to read, many barriers or walls come down that could have
stood in the way of later interaction in the course. As with many of the
tone and climate activities of this chapter, the eight nouns activity can
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find use in both brick-and-mortar classrooms as well as in virtual learn-
ing situations. And, given enough time, it also can be employed in near-
ly any discipline area or situation.

Bonk has used it in online courses as well as in F2F ones. Back in the fall
of 2002, he had a live class which included a student named Ugar who
had recently arrived from Turkey. Ugar included the noun of “dish-
washer” with his eight nouns posting. He said that he loved to wash
dishes. As a result, anytime someone brought food to that class, they
noted that Ugar would be happy to take care of any dishes. While a joke,
it was said appreciatively, and Ugar soon became highly popular in that
class.

Another student in that same class was named Riad. For Riad’s eight
nouns post, he included the word “technology” in his profile. He then
added that if something had a power supply, he wanted it. Riad also
noted that he was a “traveler” and did a road trip each spring to Califor-
nia. A few years later, Bonk observed Riad getting out of his truck, and,
after remembering the eight noun activity, he asked Riad if he had been
to California lately. At that point, Riad turned around and a huge smile
beamed across his face. He then said, “I just got back from my annual
pilgrimage. Here I am. You remembered. Wow.” Coincidentally, just as
we were beginning to write this book, Riad was in attendance for a
Webinar given by Bonk and this story was retold.

A third student in that class, Raquel, said she loved music, especially the
Dave Matthews Band. A few hours after her eight nouns post, a fellow
student named Theresa responded to her post with the URL for an
online radio station wherein she could listen to Dave Matthews 24
hours a day. Such peer postings are not unusual. Students find out piec-
es of information about each other in the eight nouns activity. This so-
cially shared knowledge becomes the seeds for rich interactions and
collaborations later in the semester (Salomon, 1993). As such, the eight
nouns activity is a springboard to later learning. The exact amount or
percentage of learning that ensues as a result of the method is impossi-
ble to quantify.

Keep in mind, however, this difficulty with measuring direct learning
outcomes is the case with most of the methods outlined in this chapter.
Nonetheless, a warm and accepting social climate is the starting point
for learning. It sets everything in motion. If an instructor fixates on
learning outcomes such as new behaviors and higher order reasoning
skills and ignores the affective and motivational aspects of the learning
situation, it is doubtful much learning will actually occur that extends
beyond a single unit or lesson (Gunawardena & Zittle, 1997). In the
eight nouns activity as well as most of the others listed in this chapter,
there are socially shared understandings and a build-up of common
knowledge (Schrage, 1990) from which to discuss, debate, and negotiate
meanings.

Skills and Objectives. These include feedback, feelings of social pres-
ence and connectedness, socializing, sharing, student interaction, idea
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generation, appreciation of multiple perspectives, mutual knowledge,
instructional immediacy, and community building. The eight nouns ac-
tivity is a fun and nonthreatening way to interact about the course con-
tent.

Advice and Ideas. The eight nouns activity is most appropriate at the
start of an online course. It may even be used a few weeks before a
course begins, especially if that course is a summer intensive one or
taught in a short time span, as in an accelerated program. In such a situ-
ation, students will build rapport with each other that can immediately
be put to use once the course starts.

There are many subtle aspects to the eight nouns activity that make it
work. First, the instructor should post her eight nouns list as well. Hon-
est and thoughtful comments from the instructor will serve as a model
for student postings. Similarly, instructors might post samples from
previous semesters as a means to ease students into the task. In addition
to those models, learners should be asked to respond to at least one such
posting of their peers, though preferably several. Again, having personal
traits and hobbies on display for others to read is useful, but not
enough. Equally if not more powerful is reading through peer postings
and forming connections and common understandings. Students
should also be clear about the task expectations, including how much to
post, where to post, and when to have the task completed by. If needed,
create an instructional scaffold or job aid on how best to interact with
peers on the eight nouns task.

Variations and Extensions. The eight nouns activity could be em-
ployed in a synchronous brainstorming session. In such an activity,
there would likely be immediate feedback on each student post. Another
variation or extension involves creating an activity based on the infor-
mation students have posted in the eight nouns activity, such as a
crossword puzzle with clues about each person in the class from the
eight nouns posting. Similarly, the instructor might create some type of
matching task or accomplishment hunt activity (see Activity 7) where
students would have a competition to name the person with a particular
trait, hobby, or background. Bonus points could be awarded to the win-
ner as well as to the first one who completes the eight nouns activity.

Another alternative is an “eight adjectives” (e.g., lazy, powerful, shy,
bored, exotic, cooperative, sloppy, ruthless, and so on) or “eight verbs”
(e.g., coordinate, entertain, amuse, push, unite, beg, dream, publicize,
and the like) activity to describe each course participant. To help in this
effort, hundreds of sample nouns, verbs, and adjectives can be found in
the website “Moms Who Think” listed with the resources of this chap-
ter.

Key Instructional Considerations

Risk index: Low
Time index: Medium
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Cost index: Low
Learner-centered index: High
Duration of the learning activity: 1-2 weeks

Activity 6. Two Truths and One Lie

Description and Purpose of Activity. The sixth activity for building a
climate rich in socially shared knowledge is a fun and sometimes chal-
lenging one. In this activity, students must post two truths about them-
selves and one statement that is a lie. Fellow students in the course or
module must attempt to determine which piece of information is a lie
and which items are truthful. They can guess this after asking questions
of that individual or exploring online information that is available on
him such as a profile page of Facebook, LinkedIn, or some other web-
site. The students who guess the most correct answers could be given a
bonus point or two or be recognized in some other way.

As with most of the methods detailed in this chapter, the two truths and
one lie activity is a means for students to share personal information
about themselves and notice commonalities with their peers. Along the
way, they will learn interesting facts about each other which may come
in handy in later group activities. Such shared knowledge might be used
later during the semester as a means to boost student curiosity and en-
gagement in the course. Though this activity should work across educa-
tional sectors, it might be especially appealing in higher education and
corporate or military training environments. In fact, Rick Kulp (1999) at
IBM in Chicago told us that he found this technique quite engaging for
adult learners.

Skills and Objectives. These include interactivity, dissonance, feelings
of social presence and connectedness, mutual knowledge, community
building, and prompt feedback. A primary objective is to share personal
information that builds rapport and may be useful in later course activi-
ties.

Advice and Ideas. Before starting this activity, give students a few ex-
amples from previous semesters. In addition, you should post two
truths and one lie about yourself and ask your class to ascertain the item
that is less than honest. To further arouse student curiosity and en-
gagement, you could give students a set amount of time in which to
complete this assignment.

Do not let it drag on for more than a week or two. In fact, it could be
billed as a one-day or 24-hour activity. For instance, the instructor
might kick off this activity at 6 p.m. Monday of the first week of the
course and expect all guesses to be posted by 6 p.m. Tuesday. The in-
structor could ask students to send her a private e-mail or text message
identifying their lie so that she can determine the winner. She could also
have students vote on the funniest lie or on the best liar. Virtual award
ceremonies could even be held.
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Variations and Extensions. If your class incorporates many team activ-
ities during the semester, students could work in teams to figure out the
respective truths and lies, with some kind of recognition for winning
teams. The activity could be modified in many other ways such as tell-
ing nine truths and one lie or listing five truths and five lies. You could
also ask students to tell two truths and one lie about their professional
lives and two truths and one lie about their personal lives. The possibili-
ties are endless.

Key Instructional Considerations

Risk index: Low to Medium

Time index: Low

Cost index: Low

Learner-centered index: High

Duration of the learning activity: 1 week

Activity 7. Accomplishment Hunts

Description and Purpose of Activity. Another activity that we occa-
sionally use in our online and blended courses is called an accomplish-
ment hunt. This is a technique that typically is used in F2F classes or
training events to foster knowledge sharing and provide a sense of pride
among those enrolled. Normally, students are asked to list three or four
accomplishments in their lives such as one from the preceding summer
or year, one from their academic career, and one or two others of which
they are especially proud.

The instructor then creates a sheet of paper with a few accomplishments
listed per student but with no names noted. Instead blank lines are
placed before each set of accomplishments. Students in the class are
handed the sheet of paper and asked to walk around the room and de-
termine the person with each particular set of accomplishments; howev-
er, they can only ask one simple yes-no question of their fellow
classmates—namely, “Is this you?” If they have not identified the correct
person, they move on. If there is a match, than they must request the
signature ot the person next to the appropriate accomplishments.

In the online version of this task, there are several options. In one of our
recent courses, we simplified the task to the bare bones. We ask students
to list a few accomplishments in a discussion forum thread with their
name boldly attached to them. We also required them to comment on at
least a few accomplishments of their peers. Though such an approach
may not be as fun or interactive as the F2F version, it still fosters student
pride, intersubjectivity, and sense of accomplishment. Our students
have found the online version interesting and informative.
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Skills and Objectives. These include social interaction, analysis skills,
peer feedback, fun, adventure, curiosity, mutual knowledge, fostering
building pride, and strengthening an online community.

Advice and Ideas. Consider whether this task will be most effective in a
synchronous or asynchronous activity. If the accomplishment hunt is an
asynchronous activity, keep it simple. You could, however, create sec-
ondary Web pages for students to obtain signatures, keep track of points
earned, and reflect on their overall progress.

Be sure to monitor the activity. When appropriate, instructors might
provide subtle clues, highlight successful identity matches, prod partici-
pation, and add additional accomplishments or information about each
student in the course as deemed necessary. As in the two truths and one
lie activity, instructors may choose to establish a time period in which
the activity will start and end, anywhere from a day to an entire week.
When done, the instructor should post an announcement about how
well the activity went, including information on the winners and a final
list of student names and their respective accomplishments.

Variations and Extensions. There are many alternative versions of this
task. As an example, students could post future accomplishments or
targets for their lives instead of those they have already completed. Such
an approach will foster student creativity and goal setting. Another vari-
ation would be for students to write a creative short story including the
accomplishments of two or more peers in the class. Students could vote
on the most unusual, interesting, risky, and humanitarian accomplish-
ments, with awards given out in each category.

Key Instructional Considerations

Risk index: Low

Time index: Medium

Cost index: Low

Learner-centered index: High

Duration of the learning activity: 1-2 weeks

Activity 8. Course Fan Pages

Description and Purpose of Activity. By 2012, there were more than 1
billion users of Facebook. In fact, at that time, more than 70 percent of
the active Internet users in the United States were Facebook members
(Swartz, 2011). Along these same lines, over 60 percent of adults who
use the Internet have signed up for one or more social networking sites
(Hampton, Goulet, Raine, & Purvell, 2011). Not surprisingly, college in-
structors are beginning to tap into social media in their courses (Moran,
Seaman, & Tinti-Kane, 2011).
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Social media can be used to enhance the climate, tone, and sense of be-
longing in an online or blended course or experience. With the explo-
sion of interest in social networking tools like Facebook, LinkedIn,
Google+, Ning, and Twitter, creating a fan page for your course in a sys-
tem like Facebook might attract potential students to it. A fan page can
be your marketing platform. In addition, anyone can then become a fan
of your course and also contribute to the page as well as promote it.

There are many possible learning activities that differentiate a fan page
from an individual’s page on Facebook. For instance, if there are F2F
events or meetings, you could take and post a class photograph. You
may also create a task that asks students to contribute Web resource
links, photos, or other relevant pictures to the fan page. Someone else
might post questions to vote on in the course fan pages. After becoming
a member of the fan page, students could create, post, and modify doc-
uments, create events, and chat with fellow group members. As an add-
ed benefit, alumni of the course and those who graduated from your
institution but never had a chance to take the course could be informed
of the fan page and encouraged to contribute something to it.

A fan page is a bridge between formal learning and informal learning.
As such, it can ease students into a new course experience while ena-
bling them to share aspects of their academic life with friends and fami-
ly. It also legitimizes previous student knowledge about the functions
and features of social networking technology. At its core, it is a form of
invitational and personalized learning. Those who stop by are encour-
aged to check out the course.

Skills and Objectives. These include engagement, social interaction,
friendship, networking, community building, course interactivity, feed-
back, idea generation, and sharing multiple perspectives. The fan page is
also a means to market your course in ways that potentially could go vi-
ral.

Advice and Ideas. With social networking activities and sharing, the
course builds immediate momentum. Having a course fan page is akin
to having an annual department picnic late in the summer just before
the semester or school year begins. Alternatively, some instructors may
consider incorporating fan pages as an ending course activity as op-
posed to a beginning one.

You could assign each student a different role or task in building up the
fan page. Some students can be in charge of polling site visitors and
sharing the results of those polls with course participants. Other stu-
dents can be responsible for creating links to videos that relate to the
course, whereas still others can find an important role collecting text-
based resources. In this way, each person has a role or identity in the ex-
ternal window you are building for your course. As such, it can excite
students about the learning possibilities of the course.

If you find success with this task, consider expanding it to multiple fan
pages, possibly one for each semester or section of the course. You
might also create cross-institutional fan pages or pages that extend
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globally but are related to a particular content domain or topic. Such fan
pages might eventually serve as a recruitment tool as well as a means to
brand your school, university, training organization, or similar entity.

Social media technology is changing rapidly. You may consider asking
students which sites they prefer using or are currently thinking about
switching to. At the same time, you can explore the benefits of different
social networking technology through your own experimentations as
well as from talking to colleagues and family members. Whatever you
do, keep your antennae raised and alert to new possibilities.

Variations and Extensions. Instead of the instructor deciding on the
fan page appearance, the students in the course could be charged with
creating and maintaining one. Another idea would be to use the fan
page as a means of recruiting students who have completed the course
to come back as mentors to the new students in the course. Students
could be matched with their mentors (or be able to select from a num-
ber of possible mentors) using the profile or other available information
in the course fan page. A course attraction or homepage might also be
created in a blog, wiki, or some other emerging learning technology.

Key Instructional Considerations

Risk index: Medium

Time index: Medium

Cost index: Low

Learner-centered index: High

Duration of the learning activity: 1-2 weeks (or possibly ongoing for entire
course or semester)

Activity 9. Favorite Websites

Description and Purpose of Activity. We often start our online classes
with students sharing a couple of their favorite websites. Such a “share-
a-link” activity can be used to reveal student learning preferences and
interests. You quickly discover what students know and do not know.
Oftentimes their knowledge may extend beyond what you planned to
cover in the course. Such link sharing can also be used to create mutual
knowledge among the course participants. And, if the shared Web re-
sources are highly integral to understanding the course content, this ac-
tivity is a means to expand the available course materials for all the
students as well as for the instructors.

Posting favorite websites starts the course off with a personally relevant
activity. Just like dogs in the woods, students are marking their territory
by posting the links to online resources that are important to them.
Sharing links and online resources starts with what students know and
find valuable, helping to create a tone that is more friendly and person-
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al. Such a technique stands in sharp contrast to approaches wherein
students read a chapter or watch a lecture filled with completely unfa-
miliar terminology.

Skills and Objectives. These include searching and filtering infor-
mation, exploratory learning, analysis and evaluation, comparison and
contrast, and feedback. Such an activity fosters twenty-first-century
skills related to information search, selection, and critical analysis, while
simultaneously empowering students with a personal voice and self-
directed learning. A key goal of this activity is motivating and retaining
students through personal relevance, openness, and building on what
they already know.

Advice and Ideas. Assign students to post one or more of their favorite
websites to the resources section of their course management system.
Consider using a wiki or collaborative group tool such as Google
Groups for such sharing. In addition, be sure to require students to ex-
plore a certain number of the websites posted by other students, and
rate or comment on them. If you incorporate some type of rating sys-
tem, be sure to specify the criteria in advance. If the posted websites
have to relate to course content, students could be asked to examine re-
source links posted by those enrolled in previous years. They might
write compare and contrast papers or some form of reflection paper on
the sites listed across the years or semesters in which the course has
been offered.

The information that an instructor gains from this activity helps to
identify students’ interests, which can be built on as the semester or
term unfolds, thereby making the course more relevant and personally
meaningful. For example, students can be assigned to be resource per-
sons or experts in their areas and asked to contribute their knowledge in
a joint problem-solving or collaborative learning activity. It is important
that information asked from students in early course icebreakers or so-
cial activities be used and built on subsequently in the course where ap-
propriate. Otherwise students may feel that the activity was merely
added on without any relevance to their learning in the course.

Khoo has heard from disgruntled online students who had participated
in a similar type of activity that had not been structured well or coher-
ently designed into the course. The lecturer intended for the activity to
be a quick first-week course social icebreaker before proceeding with
what she termed “the real business of learning” in the rest of the course.
The course continued without incorporating any of the information
gained from students in the activity. Students felt the activity was a
waste of time and irrelevant to their learning. The fact that students
worked in pairs and were only asked to comment on one other person’s
shared websites diminished their need to interact with other peers. Such
a technique missed a huge opportunity as it bypassed the collective wis-
dom shared by the entire class. Moreover, as part of building a commu-
nity of learners, the instructor should have also participated in the
activity.
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Variations and Extensions. Instead of sharing favorite websites, stu-
dents might post other preferences. For instance, they could list their fa-
vorite movies, foods, sports teams, cities, countries, vacation spots,
courses of all time, news headlines, jokes (clean ones), cartoons, and the
like. You could ask them to write a short reflection paper critiquing or
promoting websites posted by one or more of their peers. Alternatively,
using preestablished criteria, students could vote on the quality of all the
websites posted. There could also be competitions for students to pro-
vide top-ten website lists on topics that will be explored later in the se-
mester. Another idea is to consider inviting the designers of the top two
or three ranked sites for an online class chat about the purpose and in-
tent of their sites.

Key Instructional Considerations

Risk index: Low

Time index: Medium

Cost index: Low

Learner-centered index: High

Duration of the learning activity: 1-2 weeks

Activity 10. Online Cafés

Description and Purpose of Activity. An online café can be created as
special place and social space for learners to “hang out” informally.
Here, students can post questions and comments on personal interests,
pertinent items in the news, and so on. They could in fact discuss any-
thing they want. The online café is a safe haven that operates both with-
in as well as outside the course. It is in this virtual space where formal
meets informal. The online coffeehouse or café is a place to get to know
peers and perhaps the instructor without worrying about the degree to
which each comment relates to the topic of the week, or to any part of
the course for that matter. As such, this technique helps to personalize
the course and establish a learner-centered course philosophy.

From our experience, students post a range of topics in the online café.
Sometimes students will post questions about technologies that they
heard are popular. They might ask their peers about where they can get
a good deal on a computer or smartphone. We have seen students post
information about job openings for those who are looking for a posi-
tion. Still other threads in the café will typically be about the course it-
self. Students could be looking for confirmation of ideas that they have
for final projects, or ask for clarification on potentially confusing as-
pects of the course or topics. We have found that issues that are resolved
in the café tend to lower learner tension and anxiety. Hence, this activity
has emotional as well as cognitive ramifications.
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The online café builds bonds between and among students enrolled in
the course. It is in the café where everyone can act as they do in every-
day life. They can let their hair down a bit. As they do, students come to
know each other and respect each other’s opinions. Trust, empathy, and
respect emerge. It is also in the café where the sparks for an online
learning community might first be seen. If properly nourished and
managed, such sparks become flames. As is obvious by now, while the
activities highlighted in this chapter emphasize the social and emotional
aspects of learning over the cognitive side, such techniques often elevate
the success of the online course to new levels. In addition, they provide
the lasting course memories which members of the class fondly recall
and tell others about.

Skills and Objectives. These include social interaction, questioning,
feedback, course review and planning, connections to the real world,
peer interaction, and social presence. A key goal is to foster a sense of
trust and community building.

Advice and Ideas. What you create during this activity is definitely not
yours. This is one resource that students will quickly assume control
over and typically not seek your assistance or advice. The online café or
coffeehouse is for them. This does not mean that they will totally ignore
your advice or not welcome you in. However, you must proceed with
caution. If you assume control over one or two discussion threads in the
café, it may be fine. Answering all student questions and concerns and
joining in every thread in the online café will discourage student inter-
action and personal honesty. Some instructors have chosen not to par-
ticipate in this area, thereby allowing their students space to just hang
out. Create this resource for them and then step back and watch it grow.
Of course, some semesters and courses will see much more activity in
the café than others. Despite our combined decades of online learning
research and instruction, we admit that we do not fully understand why
this is the case.

If a student does become a leader in the online café and offers extensive
advice and directions to others, it may be important to recognize such
leadership. Perhaps a bonus point or two for such an individual might
suffice. Alternatively, you could simply acknowledge such café contribu-
tions in one of your weekly course announcements and reminders.

Variations and Extensions. Some of the hot topics and key concerns
raised in the online café in previous semesters could be inserted as dis-
cussion starters in a new semester’s café. Students from previous semes-
ters could be asked to monitor the social cafés, thereby both freeing up
instructor time while creating a space where students do not have to
worry about instructor agendas and interference. You may also decide
to have students from the current semester sign up to monitor particu-
lar weeks of the online café.

We have found that online cafés can get particularly interesting and
lively when students from other sections of the course or from other in-
stitutions altogether are invited to participate. Back in 1997, Bonk creat-
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ed the “café latte” for preservice teachers from his institution as well as
those in the United Kingdom, Finland, Korea, Peru, in addition to those
from Texas A&M University and the University of South Carolina in
the United States. In the café latte, students from around the world dis-
cussed their field experiences in their respective schools. In the process,
they brought up case problems or situations, differences in the educa-
tion-related laws and rules of different countries, pending educational
policy, career aspirations, and so on. Needless to say, it was always quite
informative and lively.

Key Instructional Considerations

Risk index: Low to Medium

Time index: Medium

Cost index: Low

Learner-centered index: High

Duration of the learning activity: Weekly or as needed

Final Reflections on
Tone/Climate

This chapter explored many activities that can help establish a safe and
inviting tone for an online or blended course or training event. We have
used all of them in our university courses as well as in other adult train-
ing and professional development settings. At the same time, most if not
all of them can be modified, tweaked, or rethought for nearly any edu-
cational level or situation.

As with all 100 activities that we lay out in this book, these first 10
should be viewed as instructional guides or templates, not as prescrip-
tions. Change, combine, or eliminate any part of them to suit your own
needs. Still not satisfied that they will work for you? Well, before dis-
counting or saying “no way” to any of them, reflect for a few minutes on
how you might creatively apply them. Trust us, they can work nearly
anywhere with the right modifications. Perhaps start with one or two of
the online icebreakers that you feel comfortable with. You might look
for the low-risk, low-cost, and low-time activities.

This is just one set of tone and climate activities. There are dozens more
that we wanted to include in this chapter but lacked the space. For ex-
ample, learners can explore alternative ways to introduce themselves
such as in relation to an online news story, cartoon, or video. If the in-
structor is keen on gaming, the syllabus, or aspects of it, could be turned
into some type of learning game like Wheel of Fortune, Jeopardy, hang-
man, crossword puzzles, or perhaps even a 3-D world. You could place
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the course syllabus in a wiki that enrolled students can easily modify.
Another way to enhance the course tone or climate is for instructors to
create weekly podcasts or videos on aspects of the course and post them
to a special channel in YouTube or YouTube EDU. As you can see,
there are countless ways to acclimate learners to the course and establish
that important sense of trust and community.

At times, you may need to turn on your creative thinking cap and exer-
cise your risk muscle. Many social icebreaking and introductory activi-
ties can be fun. Though extensive sharing of personal information may
not be the norm in F2F classroom settings, online students will often
write pages about themselves in the hope of establishing connections. At
times, they may reveal more about themselves than they would face-to-
face. Instructors will need to monitor student frankness. Keep in mind,
however, that such text-based sharing is just one of the ways for stu-
dents to discover their commonalities and differences; video introduc-
tions or personal stories can also be employed, with perhaps even better
results.

Another benefit of this first component of TEC-VARIETY is that in-
structors can insightfully refer back to the messages generated by these
activities. When this happens, students get a better sense of who their
classmates and instructors are. Knowing that the instructor is a “pirate”
or “roadrunner” and one of their classmates is a “tea kettle” or “knitter”
may have hidden benefits as the course proceeds. We have seen
firsthand how such commenting can foster curiosity, laughter, trust,
mutual respect, peer support, extended interactions, and high doses of
learner course participation.

No matter how well conceived the idea, if the instructor is not modeling
the behaviors expected, the activity will soon flounder. If eight nouns
are asked for, the instructor should be creating her own list of eight and
immediately sharing it. Students can then see that the instructor is a real
human being with her own particular interests, strengths, and experi-
ences.

One benefit of activities related to tone and climate is that everyone gets
a chance to participate and share ideas and perspectives. As is evident in
this chapter, there are a wide variety of activity frameworks from which
to select, including posting and reacting to favorite websites, listing two
truths as well as one lie about yourself, posting personally relevant ques-
tions and issues in an online coffeehouse or café, brainstorming nouns
or adjectives to describe yourself, and so on.

If you are using some type of synchronous technology for any such ac-
tivity you will need to create procedures for taking turns and interacting
with one another. If you do not, it will be extremely difficult to hear
from all course participants. If, however, you are using asynchronous
technology, students will likely not read all their peer postings and may
only selectively post or perhaps contribute something at the last minute.
To foster student reading of what is posted, you will need to embed
some type of requirement for replying to peer postings or summarizing
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the postings of a set number of peer statements in reflection papers. No
strategy or idea is foolproof or guaranteed to work. Each requires care-
ful planning and deftness on the part of the instructor or instructional
designers of the course or online learning experience.

Even with all the various possible tone-related activities described in
this chapter, they may not work on your first attempt. The recommen-
dations and guidelines that we provided here for each activity should el-
evate your chances for success. You must refashion each strategy
according to your own situation or context. No strategy will work exact-
ly the same way each time. And if you do not find success the first time,
you can modify or tweak it slightly and try it again. Often amazing re-
sults will occur after a minor fine-tuning. But if it does not work to your
satisfaction in the second attempt, then we recommend that you recon-
sider using it.

Your tone- and climate-related strategies will need to evolve with the
technologies of choice. Today, social networking technologies are all the
rage. Those working with adult learners might try Twitter, Facebook,
and LinkedIn as ways for students to interact. K-12 teachers, however,
will need to abide by school district policies and practices. We fully real-
ize that there are significantly more security concerns and procedures
when working with children. At the same time, we believe that there are
dozens of activities found in this book that can be easily incorporated
into blended or fully online learning in the K-12 classroom despite per-
vasive firewall and security issues.

Given the explosion of interest in social networking, and online socializ-
ing in general, the coming decade will likely be filled with interesting
experimentations using online icebreakers and course introductions.
Soon social networking technologies will be integrated into course man-
agement systems. If that proves insufficient, social networking technol-
ogy will probably take over many of the duties of such systems. In fact,
some instructors are already experimenting with using aspects of Face-
book as a course management system and are finding mixed results (see
Wang, Woo, Quek, Yang, & Liu, 2011). No matter what happens, in-
structors will undoubtedly find increasingly interesting ways to foster a
safe and personal learning climate.

The first component of TEC-VARIETY is loaded with learning oppor-
tunities to capture student interest and help them commit time to the
course. Without this first component, which is the backbone for every-
thing else, it is extremely difficult for instructors to find ultimate success
online. And yet, as essential as this component is, it is not on its own
sufficient for online teaching and learning success. As you should be
aware by now, as important as it is to establish a safe and productive
tone or climate, there are nine other motivational principles that we de-
tail in this book that are just as important. We now push on to the se-
cond principle, which involves the feedback and support mechanisms
embedded in the course. For the purposes of the TEC-VARIETY
framework, the word “encouragement” is emphasized. And so we en-
courage you to read on.
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CHAPTER FIVE

PRINCIPLE #2: ENCOURAGEMENT

(includes Feedback, Responsiveness,
Praise, and Supports)

Nine-tenths of education is encouragement.

—Anatole France

Singer-songwriter and poet Patti Smith once reflected, “I've always
thrived on the encouragement of others.” Just as cheering and praise
from fans and friends are the lifeblood of the so-called “Godmother of
Punk,” it is equally vital for your students when they venture into new
waters such as fully online and blended learning. Such encouragement
and supportive feedback is exactly what the next principle of the TEC-
VARIETY framework is all about.

Feedback is central to education and training systems because it serves
as a means to let learners know whether their performances are meeting
course or instructor expectations. Motivation is sustained and enhanced
in the monitoring of progress toward that goal (Anderson, 2001).
Whereas grades on tests and other assignments is often the primary
form of feedback in F2F courses, those in online courses appreciate
feedback at more formative points in time (Dennen & Bonk, 2008).

Support and feedback requirements in online courses are different from
F2F settings. Unlike students in F2F courses, online learners seek feed-
back on nearly everything they submit. They may also need more direct
forms of encouragement and praise. In traditional walled classrooms,
instructors and trainers generally offer feedback to a few people during
the class or workshop time period. Such an approach will not suffice
online. Lack of feedback is deemed to be one of the main reasons for
withdrawing from an online course (Ertmer et al., 2007).

There are numerous reasons why online learners seek so much feedback
and encouragement to continue in the course. First, online learning
might be a new experience. If that is the case, students will need reassur-
ance that they are on the right path to success. Without some sense that
they are doing well, they may lean toward dropping out of the course.
Second, and related to the first point, there is often a lack of social pres-

TEC-VARIETY = Bonk & Khoo = p. 79
PAGE PROOFS = 2/9/2014



ence on the part of instructors in online courses (Rourke, Andersen,
Garrison, & Archer, 1999). Feedback gives students a feeling that some-
one is there who cares about their progress.

In addition to those two issues, learners have been programmed since
kindergarten to expect feedback on any assignments that they turn in.
In F2F classes, however, much student work is never submitted. For in-
stance, small-group discussion is oral and feedback comes from those in
the group or class. Discussion might be on reflection questions related
to the readings or lectures, case problems and scenarios, debates, and
role plays. In a live class, learners might witness instructors giving feed-
back to a few of their peers on the same answers that they came up with,
and, as a result, be vicariously reinforced (Bandura, 1986).

In contrast, in online classes, such activities are predominantly text-
based (Lapadat, 2002). Unlike most F2F class discussions, there is a
permanent record of online postings. It is not too surprising, therefore,
that there is an expectation for instructor and peer comments on any
text that online learners produce; written feedback has been the norm
since they first started to write. At the same time, as will be shown in
this chapter, such writing offers opportunities for real-world audiences
and multiple forms of encouragement and advice on students’ work.

As indicated in the previous chapter on tone and climate, there are
many motivational tactics that have consistently been found to be effec-
tive in traditional classrooms. According to this research, instructors
who attain better results create a supportive but challenging environ-
ment, project enthusiasm and intensity, provide choice, create short-
term goals, and offer immediate feedback on student performance (Pin-
trich & Schunk, 1996; Stipek, 1998). In accordance with the TEC-
VARIETY framework, there are many strategies that coalesce into suc-
cessful instruction.

Decades of research on classroom-based forms of motivation have re-
sulted in many guidelines and caveats for teachers. For instance, when
providing feedback, it should be timely, genuine, appropriate, and be
sent by a credible source. Positive feedback gives students a message re-
garding their competence and mastery of the content (Reeve, 1996). It
also provides a sense of support and public recognition as well as a rec-
ord of that support. Feedback in the form of points earned is an indica-
tor of whether the student has measured up to some preestablished
standard of performance.

Research related to feedback is thorny and complex. After reviewing
hundreds of studies related to schooling and achievement, many of
which focused on feedback, Hattie and Timperly (2000) proposed a
model of feedback that incorporated four levels or types of feedback in-
cluding task- or product-related feedback, such as whether student work
is correct or not; process feedback related to information on what the
learner still needs to accomplish; self-regulation feedback; and personal
feedback directed at the learner (e.g., “you are a great learner”).
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According to Paul Pintrich and Dale Schunk (1996), if you are attempt-
ing to encourage learners with praise, it should be simple and direct,
unambiguous, and be aimed toward positive learning progress and out-
comes. The focus of that praise and feedback should be on areas that
learners can control, such as their effort and strategy use, not on some-
thing deemed more static and highly difficult to change, such as intelli-
gence (Pink, 2009). Ineffective praise, however, is delivered randomly or
unsystematically. Other signs of ineffective praise are when it is rather
bland and uniformly presented, provides little or no information, is giv-
en without regard to effort or successful performance, and rewards the
mere fact that the student participated in the activity or event (Brophy,
2010).

Prompt feedback online is not particularly easy to achieve given all the
work students submit each week. Instructors might rely on peer feed-
back as well as that from experts or practitioners. Feedback could also
be built into the online system or resources. Finally, feedback can be in
the form of students’ self-assessment and self-reflection on their pro-
gress and performance.

Technologies for Principle #2:
Encouragement

The technology tools for encouraging and supporting student online
learning quests are wide ranging. In online courses, encouragement and
feedback are often asynchronous in nature. When the two of us teach
online, we often make announcements in the CMS or via e-mail that in-
cludes information on recent student performances. As with most
online instructors, we also post comments and observations in discus-
sion forums. In fact, this might be the most frequent method of feed-
back that we use. Peers, experts, and alumni of the course can also leave
feedback in our course discussion forums.

In addition to feedback in discussion forums, some instructors might
rely on annotation tools such as those found in Word or some other
word processing system and attach these marked-up documents in their
e-mail or upload them to a dropbox. Other instructors may make direct
changes to a document in a wiki, thereby leaving their feedback markers
in the document history section. Still others might require students to
reflect on the weekly or unit readings with blogging tools. Instructors
and peers can then leave comments within them.

Some tools might be purposefully designed to provide feedback. For in-
stance, in the 1990s, Bonk fashioned a 5-point rating system on student-
posted Web links. He also created portfolio tools wherein student work
was accumulated and commented on. At the same time, he experiment-
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ed with posting student work to an online gallery or exhibit hall, thereby
allowing experts and alumni of the course to view the work and offer
candid evaluations.

Online reflection questions and self-check lists are other forms of feed-
back often seen when a course is globally distributed to tens of thou-
sands of learners like that on Java programming from Sun
Microsystems (Wenger & Ferguson, 2006) or router training from the
Cisco Networking Academy (Dennis et al.,, 2006). Along these same
lines, many online courses rely on the CMS or LMS to monitor online
quizzes and tests. Feedback could be in the form of a score, or perhaps
explicit information on items that students got wrong as well as infor-
mation on how to solve such problems. System feedback need not just
be for examinations. Technology tools can be programmed to give feed-
back on case solutions or responses to practice problems as well as to
provide insight or suggestions related to progress in a game or simula-
tion.

The preceding examples tend to emphasize the asynchronous side of
learning. Learner support can also take place in a chat window or via
text messaging. Synchronous chats with peers or experts in Skype or
some other system can offer students immediate feedback on their ideas
and solutions. Webinars with experts or lectures presented synchro-
nously—using tools such as Adobe Connect, WebEx, Elluminate, or
Go2Meeting—often include time for student question-and-answer ses-
sions.

Clearly, that there are a plethora of technologies that can help support
student learning with timely and appropriate encouragement, feedback,
and overall responsiveness. Survey research conducted a decade ago by
Bonk confirmed that instructors in higher education and corporate
training recognize the benefits of responsive feedback as well as incor-
porating relevant materials, goal-driven activities, personal growth,
choice or flexibility, and interactivity and collaboration (Bonk, 2002a,
2002b). Unfortunately, many of these principles are rarely employed
(Bonk, Kim, & Lee, 2004). Our hope is that the various examples pro-
vided in this book will not only convince people of the need for motiva-
tional techniques, but will help them implement these techniques and
activities in creative and powerful ways.

Ten Online Activities in
Principle #2: Encouragement

There is little doubt that encouragement and feedback are vital to online
learning success. Activities that provide explicit forms of feedback
should lead to higher student course satisfaction and overall success.
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Though there are many forms such support can take on, we offer 10
pedagogical activities in this section. In some cases, the encouragement
and feedback will be coming from the instructor, whereas in other ex-
amples it will be from peers, well-known experts, practitioners, the sys-
tem, or the learners themselves.

As with the tone and climate principle, this second principle of the
TEC-VARIETY framework finds its way into many of the examples in
other chapters of this book. In fact, it is likely that all the activities out-
lined in this book entail some form of feedback; the 10 presented in-
cluded here give a sense of the range and types of learner
encouragement, support, and feedback that are now possible online.
And, again, though many of the ideas in this chapter are reflective of
our present positions in institutions of higher learning, we believe that
most of them can be applied in other educational settings, albeit with
some creative insights and modifications for many of them.

Activity 11. Critical Friends

Description and Purpose of Activity. Educators are always seeking
low-cost resources to use in their F2F and online courses. Among the
cheapest and most useful resources that can be tapped into are the
course participants themselves. Many online instructors have discov-
ered that the learners enrolled in the course are highly trainable and
typically quite willing to help out. In our classes, we have often paired
students to provide weekly or monthly feedback to each other. As re-
search has shown, the incorporation of peer support is a huge relief for
the instructor, especially because course quality can be maintained
when peer feedback is used in lieu of instructor feedback (Ertmer et al.,
2007). One form of peer feedback is called the “critical friend” tech-
nique. Keep in mind that this instructional method has many other
names including constructive friends, e-mail pals, Web buddies, and
ePals. Critical friends and Web buddies provide constant feedback, re-
minders, advice, and encouragement throughout an assignment or the
entire course.

In traditional classrooms or work situations, the critical friend is a trust-
ed person who asks provocative questions, supplies alternative points of
view or data contrary to a particular perspective, and submits a critique
of someone’s work as a friend. In an online environment, the critical
friend may provide reminders of task due dates, clarify items listed in
the syllabus, respond to partner blog or online forum postings, and offer
other forms of encouragement, feedback, and support. We often ask
that critical friends provide weekly feedback on their partner’s blogging
reflections, podcast performances, or discussion group postings.

Students can be paired up as critical friends in many ways. Selection of
critical friend teams might be according to personal or professional in-
terests, prior experiences or backgrounds, age brackets, or year in the
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program. Assignment might also be purely random. If you have a face-
to-face experience early on in the course, you might match students up
according to their degree of confidence in the class from low to high
(with a highly confident person paired with a much less confident one).

Most critical friend activities in online courses assume that interactions
will be via text only. Instead of text-based interactions, however, critical
friend pairs could interact in Skype, Google Hangouts, or via the video
chat tool within Facebook and other social media (Baig, 2011). At pre-
sent, the use of Skype within Facebook is best for paired interactions,
whereas Google Hangouts is ideal for teams (Arrington, 2011). In a few
years, video-based interactions may, in fact, be more pervasive in online
courses than text-related ones.

Skills and Objectives. Includes timely and extensive feedback, feelings
of social presence and connectedness, socializing, sharing, student in-
teraction, self-monitoring, and planning. This technique is a means to
keep students on track while fostering a highly interactive learning
community.

Advice and Ideas. The critical friend task can be highly effective if you
appropriately structure and monitor this task. Students will appreciate
having someone provide them with weekly feedback and course re-
minders. However, many critical friend partners habitually fail to pro-
vide weekly feedback and many others do so at the last minute. When
that happens, you will hear complaints. Listed here are some ideas that
we find work well online.

First, provide students with an instructional scaffold or job aid on how
to be a good critical friend. Spell out what your expectations are for this
task including the timing, type, and quality as well as quantity of any
feedback. Of course, not only should students know that the template or
job aid exists, but the instructor should explain how to use it.

Second, assign points for providing peer feedback. These might be mas-
tery points for completing a set number of peer feedback posts. Alterna-
tively, you could look at the quality of those posts based on criteria such
as helpfulness, relevance, timeliness, coherence, persuasiveness, and
depth of feedback. Some online educators opt to assess both the quality
and quantity of critical friend feedback. If this aspect of the course is
limited to a few points (e.g., 15 or 30 points for 15 peer feedback posts),
then a quantity rating is all that is likely needed. If, however, the task is
worth a substantive percentage of students’ grades in the course, you
may engage in a more extensive and transparent evaluation method.

Third, monitor the critical friend feedback by reading and responding
to some of it, and send out reminders from time to time about the task.
As students become aware of the instructor’s presence, they will partici-
pate in more timely and effective ways.

Fourth, at the end of the course, you may require a brief reflection paper
on the critical friend activity. In such a task, the students can review
their feedback and mentoring techniques, and discuss what they
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learned—and which they might otherwise not have learned—because of
their role as a critical friend.

Finally, you could include course evaluation questions related to the
critical friend activity and how it could be improved.

Variations and Extensions. As you try out this technique a few times,
you may start to tinker with it and perhaps even transform the method
into something radically different. For instance, in a semester-long ac-
tivity, critical friends could be rotated at the end of each unit or perhaps
at the end of each week. With rotation, students are less likely to com-
plain that their critical friend was not responsive to their needs.

Another idea is to create groups of three or four people as critical
friends and to require them to offer feedback to all of their teammates
each week. Although such an approach requires a tad bit more work
each week from your students (i.e., responding to two or three of their
peers instead of just one), it will expand the range, quality, and quantity
of feedback. Naturally, students will appreciate the greater opportunities
for receiving feedback and support on their posts. Their motivation for
the activity will undoubtedly increase. To further spark such motiva-
tion, sets of critical friend teams might be monitored by students who
previously took the course. Our attempts with the latter approach have
resulted in quite marvelous interactions and course insights.

Key Instructional Considerations

Risk index: Low to Medium

Time index: Medium to High, depending on support and structure
Cost index: Low

Learner-centered index: High

Duration of the learning activity: Throughout the course or as needed

Activity 12. Student Polling and Voting

Description and Purpose of Activity. One way to engage students
while eliciting feedback at the same time is the use of student surveys
and polls. At the beginning of a course, students can be polled about
their preferences for instructor office hours and times for any synchro-
nous webinars or online course meetings, given that they may be work-
ing and have minimal openings in their schedules. During the course,
students can also be asked how the course is going in general and asked
to give their rankings among possible assignments and activities. Such
formative feedback is extremely valuable for making subtle and timely
adjustments to an online course.

If you are teaching a blended course with some live meetings, or if there
are weekly synchronous sessions scheduled, you may want to poll stu-
dents about a topic or issue before the class meeting. During the live
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class, instructors can then foster discussion on the minority point of
view, based on the preclass polls, before those in the majority view dom-
inate the discussion. Students could also be surveyed about the course
and its activities at or near the end of the course.

Soliciting input provides learners with some control over the course
while it is occurring. With student polling and voting, students have a
voice in the direction and overall quality of the course. Their attitudes,
preferences, rankings, ratings, and open-ended comments are not only
feedback for the instructor and others helping to manage that course or
unit, but they can also be shared with the fellow students in the course.
Students will quickly become aware of aspects of the course that are
more appealing or important to their peers. They may realize that their
ideas on what the course should address may be in the minority. Along
these same lines, if the instructor makes valid attempts to address any of
the minority views, students may come to appreciate the course even
more.

Skills and Objectives. Includes course interactivity, student feedback,
responding to student needs, personalizing the learning environment,
social presence, and collecting student perspectives. A really interesting
poll or survey question can capture student’s attention and foster dis-
cussion and community building.

Advice and Ideas. Pay attention to student preferences and ideas that
are suggested in any online student surveys or polls. In addition to shar-
ing the results of some or all of those polls, indicate how you are ad-
dressing them. If students noticeably prefer a particular task over others,
reflect on how you might alter the course direction to incorporate that
task. Also carefully ponder how such a task or activity can be expanded
or altered next time you offer the course. As part of such reflections,
consider saving those polls and sharing the results with the next class.

There are many tools and resources for polling and surveying students.
Some are built directly into the CMS or LMS. Besides internal systems,
Web-based survey tools such as SurveyMonkey, Zoomerang, and Sur-
veyShare are popular and have free limited-use versions. Dozens of oth-
er such survey tools exist, from low-end to extremely high-end options.
Online survey tools are powerful in the hands of learners. They can col-
lect information related to concepts and ideas from the course. For
more details on how to design such an activity, Bonk and Zhang (2008)
outline examples of how to engage students in Web-based survey re-
search in their Empowering Online Learning book mentioned in Chap-
ter One.

Simple polls are also popular and effective for gathering feedback from
students. There are dozens of technology-driven polling methods to
choose from. In traditional classrooms, instructors are increasingly us-
ing student response systems or clickers as a means to engage and in-
volve their students. At the same time, interactive whiteboards and
smartboards such as those from Smart and Promethean can engage stu-
dents with polls and interactive questioning. Another technology grow-
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ing in popularity is the use of mobile audience response systems like
Poll Everywhere to collect data from students. Unlike costly clicker sys-
tems, Poll Everywhere can be used for free and it allows for comments
and open-ended responses.

Online instructors can rely on one of the many Web-based polling tools
when conducting a class poll. Among them are Mister Poll, Blogpoll,
Blog Polls, Micropoll, Pollcode, Poll Host, and Polldaddy (Andrew,
2009). Before selecting among them, explore product examples and re-
view company policies. Many offer a few free polls per month or per
year, which should more than meet most instructors’ needs. Some tools,
like Polldaddy, allow for the collection of responses via a website, e-
mail, Facebook, Twitter, iPad, or some other technology. Most polling

tools generate easy-to-read results which can be immediately shared.

Perhaps do a poll on the polling tools, asking your students which ones
they prefer.

Variations and Extensions. A student or a team of students could de-
sign polls for each other related to the course contents and activities.
The data that they collect can be submitted as a report to the instructor
on how to improve the course. Students could also employ surveys and
polls to arrange group meetings. If there are multiple sections of the
same course or training experience, surveys and polls could be used
across them and then shared so that instructors and students could note
any similarities and differences across the course sections.

Key Instructional Considerations

Risk index: Medium

Time index: Medium

Cost index: Low to High (depending on system or tool selected)
Learner-centered index: High

Duration of the learning activity: As needed

Activity 13. Online Suggestion Box

Description and Purpose of Activity. An online anonymous sugges-
tion box might be built for a course as a means to continually improve
it. If you do not have the resources to create a website or system for stu-
dent suggestions, you might try using a wiki tool that keeps the names
of the participants anonymous. In addition, in a wiki, students could
build on each other’s suggestions.

We recommend keeping the suggestion box open for the entire semes-
ter, even though it may be used only at the end of the course. Keeping it
open would grant students a sense of power and control over unclear
assignments, areas of the course that they believe could be improved,
and any dilemmas or frustrations that they are experiencing. As indicat-
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ed in Chapters Two and Three, students’ feelings that their ideas are be-
ing respected should help with course retention and satisfaction.

Skills and Objectives. Includes analysis and evaluation skills, idea gen-
eration, creativity, and reflection. If the suggestion box or tool is viewa-
ble for the class to read, they can build on each other’s ideas; in that
case, collaboration and comparison-and-contrast skills would be em-
phasized as well.

Advice and Ideas. Do not worry about assessment of this task. Howev-
er, you might provide bonus points to what you feel are the best sugges-
tions. Because there is no grade attached to this item, be sure to remind
the students that the online suggestion box exists and that you are
checking it from time to time. Watson (2000) recommends that instruc-
tors not only keep track of the suggestions, but to post them along with
the instructor’s corresponding decision about each one. In fact, you
could maintain a list of suggestions from previous semesters along with
brief descriptions of how they each were addressed. In this way, stu-
dents know that their ideas and perspectives matter. They will also real-
ize that the instructor is concerned with improving the course.

Variations and Extensions. The suggestion box could be used across
different sections of the same course. You could hold a competition be-
tween classes with prizes for the class or for the individual student with
the most interesting or useful suggestion. Alternatively, such a competi-
tion could take place between students in the same class who are
grouped by career interest, year in the program, gender, or some other
variable. High-scoring classes or teams would be recognized with some
award or incentive, such as the instructor posting the names of the win-
ners to an online course Hall of Fame.

Key Instructional Considerations

Risk index: Medium

Time index: Low

Cost index: Low

Learner-centered index: High

Duration of the learning activity: Throughout the course or as needed

Activity 14. Minute and Muddiest Point Papers

Description and Purpose of Activity. Another way to be responsive to
learner needs in your online course or training event is to have students
reflectively write from time to time on how they think they are doing in
the course. Ask them to write an e-mail for one or two minutes about
what they have learned from the readings or lectures as well as what
they did not learn so well. When posting, learners could elaborate on
the cloudy, confusing, or muddy aspects of the class. Some refer to this
activity as a “minute paper” or “muddiest point paper.”
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These short reflections help learners review key points and summarize
the content, which the instructor can then check for understanding. The
review process need not be long. All it takes is a few minutes of reflec-
tive writing for students to solidify their learning. Instructors who can
promptly and thoughtfully respond to student comments and address
their “muddy” or unclear points or areas of felt tension will likely find
more success than those who do not.

There are many technologies at your disposal for this particular activity.
One alternative to e-mail is to ask students to write their minute papers
in a wiki that accumulates their posts; another idea is that they post the-
se comments to a discussion forum or to an individual or team blog.
There are also online collaboration tools that could handle this activity.
The main objective is to provide an opportunity to formatively evaluate
aspects of the course (Brown, 2002).

Such moments of evaluation help instructors as well as the designers of
the course understand what is and is not working and then make at-
tempts to improve it. At the same time, instructors can respond to the
student comments with feedback on how the course or unit might be al-
tered. In this way, feedback and support travel back and forth between
students and the instructor.

Skills and Objectives. Includes idea generation, critical analysis and re-
flection, and writing as thinking. Another key objective is to record ide-
as that may be troubling the learner, thereby freeing up mental capacity
for other course tasks and activities.

Advice and Ideas: Be specific about what you expect students to include
in their minute papers. Consider including a few examples of minute
papers from previous semesters of the course. In addition, use this tech-
nique sparingly. If you collect minute papers weekly, you may over-
whelm your students as well as yourself. If you are constantly collecting
formative feedback, you will have less time for day-to-day course man-
agement issues. However, the amount and timing of this activity will
vary depending on the type and level of course, the tools available, and
many other factors.

Variations and Extensions. Instead of giving instructor feedback, you
could consider having students post minute or muddiest point papers to
a discussion forum for peer feedback. Alternatively, students might be
required to use their weekly or monthly minute papers as the basis for
end-of-semester super summary assignments on what they have learned
and not fully learned in the course. Another variation of this task would
be to ask for the “clearest point papers” wherein they write about the
concepts and principles that they have solidly learned that day or week.

Key Instructional Considerations

Risk index: Medium
Time index: Medium to High
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Cost index: Low
Learner-centered index: High
Duration of the learning activity: As needed

Activity 15. Comments and Annotations

Description and Purpose of Activity: Sometimes feedback is indirect
and subtle. Other times it is direct and pointed. Annotating text is one
example where that feedback is typically more direct. For instance, you
can give students a writing assignment where a partner or team member
must edit, comment on, and annotate that work. Critical friend or team
member feedback in the form of comments and annotations can help
students to see problems in their text and think of ways to address them.
For instance, there might be a series of flow issues, a lack of depth, areas
needing additional support or justification, and so on. Alternatively, a
student may simply be stuck and not know what to do next.

Sometimes students are lost or not sure of the quality of their writing.
Comments and annotations help shape the document. The instructor
can decide to have students do everything in Microsoft Word, Google
Docs, or some other system. Microsoft Word, for instance, captures
comments and edits in different colors for each reviewer or partner with
its Track Changes feature. Feedback from fellow students would be at a
highly personal level and within their zone of proximal development.
Feedback could also come from experts and students who have taken
the class in the past.

Skills and Objectives. Includes social interaction, critical analysis, writ-
ing, professionalism, the juxtaposition of comments and ideas, and
gaining diverse perspectives. A key objective of annotating writing is to
obtain feedback of some type on a work in progress or near-final draft
as well as to have an audience beyond the instructor.

Advice and Ideas. We find tracking changes in Word to be highly bene-
ficial though it can require much time. Whatever system you choose, be
clear about the processes and procedures for annotation. Set the due
dates and forms of paper exchange (e.g., course system dropbox, e-mail,
physical meetings, and the like). If there are multiple rounds of feedback
or multiple providers of that feedback, consider creating an online part-
ner sign-up form. You should also monitor the process and send task
requirements and due date reminders when appropriate. If you are us-
ing a wiki tool, edits are immediately made in the document. As a result,
changes are much more difficult to track.

Variations and Extensions. Instead of student comments and annota-
tions, the feedback partner could be real-world practitioners, well-
known experts, or former students of the course. Another alternative
would be for one student to annotate a paper and forward it to another
student for additional annotation.
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Key Instructional Considerations

Risk index: Medium

Time index: Medium

Cost index: Low

Learner-centered index: High

Duration of the learning activity: As needed, depending on assignment

Activity 16. Screencasted Supports
and Directions

Description and Purpose of Activity. There are many forms of online
mentoring and support. Some rely on text-based instructional scaffolds
such as think sheets, job aids, assignment templates, and worksheets. In-
structional designers might encourage using an online tutorial or wizard
that provides an overview of expectations. Instead of sophisticated lec-
ture capture tools like MediaSite, Tegrity, and Echo360 or multimedia
and Web production tools like Camtasia, Adobe Captivate, or Articulate
Storyline, tutorials can be created with much less effort and expense.

Sometimes an instructor’s goal is to illustrate concepts and ideas on a
computer screen. With the emergence of the Web 2.0, technologies for
producing these help systems and demonstrating procedures and prod-
ucts have become much easier to use and often require minimal train-
ing, if any. One type of software to accomplish this is called
“screencasting.” Tools such as GoView, Screenr, Jing, Overstream, and
Screencast-o-Matic are among the more popular (Mukherjee, 2011) and
most have free versions.

A screencast is akin to making a movie of your computer screen in or-
der to demonstrate a technology tool or resource that you are using in
the course. You could also be mapping out specific steps or procedures
for a particular task. At the more basic level, the user speaks as he ex-
plores or showcases particular websites or items in a website. Once
done, a link to the file can be shared. Some tools allow for quick posting
to YouTube or sharing links within Twitter, Facebook, or Flickr. Given
that these are free tools, there are typically limits to the number of
minutes for each screencast file. Some tools like Screencast-o-Matic al-
low for a video of the user as well as added text or animations. Addi-
tional sophistication will undoubtedly be added during the coming
years, including features that enable users to edit their files and auto-
matically share them to a range of social networking sites and groups.

Screencasting systems have many roles in online education and train-
ing. The video demonstrations that they produce are often available on
demand for the mobile learner. These on-demand systems help focus
the learner on critical aspects of a Web resource or tool that the instruc-
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tor has incorporated into the class. They also personalize the learning
and bring a sense of the instructor’s social presence.

Skills and Objectives. Includes feedback, listening skills, the ability to
follow directions, reviewing key course concepts, self-directed and on-
demand learning, reflection skills, understanding sequential flow and
procedures, and discriminating among particular tool or resource fea-
tures. A key goal of this activity is to provide expert guidance and just-
in-time support.

Advice and Ideas. First, ask learners about unclear assignments and dif-
ficult-to-navigate resources and tools used in the course. Second, think
about all the other online tools and resources you plan to use in the
online course. Then jot down a list of possible tools, resources, and ac-
tivities that may require a screencasted session. Organize notes and ide-
as about each one. If you want to create extremely high-level
demonstrations that are usable beyond your class or training situation,
check on possible funding sources or internal support for the produc-
tion.

Be sure to script each show and produce a couple of practice screen-
casts. Once done with a production, usability is a key issue. Test out
each screencast before actually using them in the course or program. To
determine bottlenecks or problems, ask usability testers to think aloud
as they use your screencasted video. In addition, during the semester,
gather feedback on each screencasted tutorial or help system that you
have created. Review questions may make each video more engaging for
the users. After such review, consider making that content object a free
and open educational resource available to the world community.

Variations and Extensions. Many of your students will be more tech-
nologically savvy and have experience and interests with online social
media and digital tools. You could solicit their support in creating
screencasted videos that can scaffold the use of new online tools and re-
sources in your course. In fact, each student (or pairs of students) might
be assigned to create one such screencast demonstration during a
course. Alternatively, you could allow them to eliminate or drop an as-
signment in return for producing a set number of screencasted tutorials,
wizards, job aids, and help systems. You may even coordinate a screen-
cast movie night or class press conference for their productions. Con-
sider offering incentives and awards for the most informative, creative,
and well-designed screencasted tutorials and help systems. The judges
can be former students, experts in the field, colleagues and other in-
structors, and fellow students.

Key Instructional Considerations

Risk index: Low
Time index: Medium to High (depending on the number that need to be
produced as well as familiarity with this type of task)
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Cost index: Low to High (depending on whether you use free systems and
tools or those that contain more features and are costly)

Learner-centered index: Medium

Duration of the learning activity: As needed

Activity 17. Embedded Reviews and System-
Scored Practice Tests

Description and Purpose of Activity. One area of rising importance in
the world of online learning is to embed different types of system checks
and reviews of student learning in the course. Such system reviews and
self-check examinations are especially useful for courses heavy in termi-
nology, such as introductory and advanced courses in biology, psychol-
ogy, anatomy, business management, and zoology. Actually, progress in
most disciplines could be enhanced and perhaps accelerated with timely
and appropriate use of embedded practice tests and reviews that are
immediately scored by the system. Students want to know that they
know the content. At the same time, instructors need help in providing
adequate feedback and support. In addition, administrators want to
standardize the content as well as establish quality standards for their
online courses and programs.

The Khan Academy, for instance, is a popular website for skill-based
learning among teenagers and young adults (Koelber, 2011). With over
2,300 videos for learning basic facts in science, mathematics, business,
history, statistics, computer science, and other areas, there is much to
choose from. In basic math facts, students can ask for hints, watch a
video explaining a problem, and accumulate “energy points” for effort.
Various target point totals are intended as student motivators. These
types of motivators and system supports will undoubtedly increase in
the near future due to funding from the Gates Foundation and from
well-known entrepreneurs (Ferenstein, 2011; Kaplan, 2010).

The system that the Khan Academy currently has in place recognizes a
learner as competent in a skill after correctly completing 10 problems in
a row. Data that a teacher, mentor, parent, and student can access is
displayed showing the time the student has spent on specific problems,
videos, and so on. The exact problems that a student got right and
wrong are saved by the system database and can be displayed immedi-
ately upon request. As the learner accomplishes more, they can earn
Meteorite, Moon, Earth, Sun, and Black Hole merit badges; each indi-
cating higher levels of competencies. As will be explained in the next
chapter, such gamelike features are highly motivational. In effect, the
system is tracking student progress and providing a custom profile on
each learner.

As with this second principle of the TEC-VARIETY framework, en-
couragement, support, and feedback are critical aspects of the Khan
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Academy. And more forms of individualized feedback and assessment
will emerge as their student tracking and assessment systems are up-
graded, expanded, and tested with the influx of new capital it has re-
ceived. Keep in mind that the Khan Academy is free and is targeted at
the K-12 level. Countless other sites charge a monthly subscription,
such as Virtual Nerd for math and science learning, ePrep for standard-
ized exam preparation, and Vocab Sushi for learning vocabulary.

Many such tools and systems are available for higher education and
corporate training as well. For instance, there are medical cases online
wherein the learner solves problems and the system evaluates the re-
sponse. For instance, a popular blood pressure simulation from Califor-
nia State University at Chico provides information, demonstrations,
and actual blood pressure testing sounds. It ends with a series of
true/false self-check questions and very simple feedback (i.e., “yes, that
is correct” or “no, that is incorrect”). Learning a foreign language online
through systems such as Livemocha might also entail earning points as a
student identifies words to use, proper grammar or sentence structure,
or matches the correct sentence with an audio file or picture.

Suffice it to say, all online learning stakeholders want to empower the
learner and provide a more personalized and individualized form of in-
struction. Embedding concept reviews and practice tests in a course
makes a lot of sense. Such system feedback saves online instructors an
exorbitant amount of time; it is no small wonder that these computer-
based forms of feedback are growing in popularity.

Skills and Objectives. Includes reviewing facts, concepts, and princi-
ples, trying out concepts, immediate system feedback, self-directed
learning, self-monitoring, repeated practice, reflection on the
knowledge acquired, and knowledge recognition and application. To be
properly assessed, most practice test items are designed at the
knowledge or basic fact level (e.g., online flashcards); higher-order cog-
nitive skills are much more difficult to analyze but undoubtedly will be
targeted in the coming decade.

Advice and Ideas. If your discipline or subject matter area is constantly
changing or is relatively new or unique, you may need to design your
own review items and practice tests. Before you do, be sure to check for
internal as well as external funding sources. Once you have found or
created the necessary content, do not simply make such content availa-
ble; instead, require students to complete a certain percentage of it.
Consider setting a criterion score or master level of performance such as
75 or 80 percent before students are allowed to move to the next level.
In some systems, the instructor must make a decision about how many
retakes will be allowed.

Variations and Extensions. One option or extension for this task is to
have competitions with other sections of a course or with learners at
other locations. The class with the highest percentage of learners reach-
ing a certain level of performance could be recognized in some fashion.
Students could also build some of the practice questions or examina-
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tions, or even design the embedded practice tests for future students in
the course. Their completed work could be entered into a national com-
petition or submitted for a conference.

Key Instructional Considerations

Risk index: Low

Time index: Medium to High (depending on the availability of premade
content)

Cost index: Low (depends on systems selected)

Learner-centered index: Medium

Duration of the learning activity: As needed

Activity 18. Asynchronous Expert Feedback
and Mentoring

Description and Purpose of Activity. When the Web was just begin-
ning to be used as a platform for delivering online learning back in the
mid-1990s, Bonk quickly became mesmerized with the potential of the
World Lecture Hall (WLH) from the University of Texas at Austin. Col-
lege instructors from around the world were posting their syllabi to the
WLH. Amid the excitement, there was discussion about whether college
instructors might someday be replaced by free online courses and re-
sources.

A few years later, Bonk and his colleagues began to analyze WLH syllabi
for the types of online interactions that they incorporated (Cummings,
Bonk, & Jacobs, 2002). They wanted to know the degree to which stu-
dents were being required to interact with other students in those
courses. They also sought to determine how often students were inter-
acting with instructors as well as outside experts. Similarly, they wanted
to know the percentage of tasks within each posted syllabus during
which instructors interacted with other instructors as well as with stu-
dents and with practitioners. They found that the least used form of in-
teraction was between students and experts or practitioners. Such a
finding was quite ironic given today’s emphasis on real-world experi-
ences and interactions combined with the power of the Web to make it
possible.

There are assorted reasons for practitioners and real-world experts to
offer feedback to online learners. First, it creates a real-world audience
for learner products and reports. For instance, as noted in an earlier ex-
ample, you can bring in a few graduates of the course to provide feed-
back for your students or offer important course reminders. Second,
such an activity helps to situate student learning in the real world.
Third, external experts can help judge or rate projects and products
such as the quality of case solutions. Fourth, practitioners could offer
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advice and insight about how particular topics and skills are actually
applied in the real world. They may also have heard about entry-level
positions that are currently open in their field or perhaps even offer an
internship to one or more students. Along these same lines, they may
collaborate with students on projects or perhaps serve as a project ad-
viser or mentor.

When we have embedded such expert interactions in our online courses
within our asynchronous discussion forums, our students are extremely
excited to hear the insights and adventures of the expert (Lee & Bonk,
2013). Sometimes they even gain their specific feedback and mentoring
on their class projects. It is a new form of cognitive apprenticeship
which is becoming increasingly highly used and valued.

Skills and Objectives. Includes connecting content knowledge from
books and lectures to the real world, the identification of key concepts
and principles, timely and thoughtful feedback, an appreciation of mul-
tiple perspectives, and learner engagement. A key goal is the creation of
a cognitive apprenticeship in which learners becomes budding novices
within an established learning community.

Advice and Ideas. Publications, conference papers, presentations, and
social networks can increase the profile of your course or idea. We have
often been contacted by potential course mentors after giving a confer-
ence talk or presentation. In addition to such external support, you
could ask students to come back and help when they complete your
course or training experience. Keep track of those who express interest.
Be clear about the roles and expectations for those external to your
course who are asked to provide feedback and mentoring. Provide ap-
propriate forms or guide sheets on what you are expecting the mentors
and experts to do. Make sure that they have access to the asynchronous
conference forum or system and know how to effectively use it. During
the course, be sure to monitor mentor and guest expert responses, espe-
cially those who are new to your course or situation.

At the end of the course, solicit feedback on the overall activity as well
as advice on the guide sheets and scaffolds provided. Perhaps one or two
of the external experts will offer support for updating them. A couple of
students in the course may also offer their perspectives on how the men-
toring might be enhanced in the future. Finally, be sure to thank every-
one involved.

Variations and Extensions. Ask students to reflect on the various forms
and types of mentoring that they have received during the course. In
that reflection paper, it would be wise to ask them to link the forms of
mentoring to the content of the course as well as their career aspira-
tions. Also consider asking the practitioners and mentors to respond to
the reflection papers.

Key Instructional Considerations

Risk index: Medium
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Time index: Medium

Cost index: Low to Medium

Learner-centered index: High

Duration of the learning activity: Weekly or as needed

Activity 19. Synchronous and Mobile Mentoring

Description and Purpose of Activity. For those interested in the role of
experts in online classes, April 7, 2011 was a landmark day. That was the
day that Tutor.com, which claims to be the largest online tutoring and
homework help service available, announced that its services were now
available for mobile devices (Tutor.com, 2011). Students could suddenly
use applications on their iPhone, iPod Touch, or iPad to connect to an
expert in real time to answer their questions, problems, and homework
help needs. There is good reason to believe that such services will be the
norm within 5-10 years, not just in middle and high school settings, but
in any education or training situation. Recent reports from the Pew In-
ternet and American Life Project show massive societal changes toward
the use of mobile devices, especially for minorities in the United States
(Smith, 2010).

Mobile interactions can individualize instruction and offer support on
demand; in effect, an instructor is available when needed. To introduce
students to this kind of interaction, you could assign students to solicit
the help of a mobile mentor at least once a week in the online course.
Students could not only ask questions about problems that they are fac-
ing, but they could take a picture of their problem and send it to their
tutor or mentor. The mentor would then review the situation and offer
guidance, share Web resources, and chat with the student.

These forms of interaction will become increasingly widespread during
the coming years with Web conferencing, interactive whiteboards, video
capabilities on smartphones, video-enhanced discussion forums, and
other related technologies. Wearable computers like Google Glass are
projected to have an impact on professional fields like health care and
business with immediate mentoring and expert support systems
(Aungst, 2013; Poulos, 2013). As such technologies proliferate, the sup-
ply of mobile mentors and synchronous or real-time forms of interac-
tion will escalate. So, too, will the forms and levels of expertise that they
offer. Imagine, if you can, a decade or two down the road when learners
can excitedly explore any path while knowing that expert supports are
always available when problems or confusion arise.

Skills and Objectives. Includes on-demand learning, problem clarifica-
tion, connecting content knowledge from books and lectures to the real
world, questioning skills, the identification of key concepts and princi-
ples, and learner engagement. As with the previous example, a key goal
here is apprenticeship into a content area or field.
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Advice and Ideas. You might create a mentoring or support network
application for student mobile devices where none exists. Before adding
someone to the mentoring network, screen all mentors and provide
them with expectations or guidelines for support. Assign students to
particular mobile mentors based on their interests and backgrounds.
Share the activity with colleagues and discuss how the mobile mentor-
ing network could be expanded and fine-tuned. You might consider
conducting action research on the effectiveness of the mobile mentoring
application.

Variations and Extensions. Students may be asked to find and select a
mobile mentor whom the instructor must approve. They could also de-
sign prototypes of a mobile mentoring application. Students could pre-
sent their final products at the end of the semester. In fact, consider
creating a competition for the best mobile mentoring application in
your content area.

Key Instructional Considerations

Risk index: Medium to High

Time index: Medium

Cost index: Low to High

Learner-centered index: High

Duration of the learning activity: Weekly or as needed

Activity 20. Learner-Self Interaction and
Self-Feedback Forms

Description and Purpose of Activity. This chapter’s previous nine ex-
amples involve many forms of encouragement and feedback. Activity 12
entailed feedback from students to instructors in the form of surveys
and polls, whereas the first activity of this chapter employed critical
friend or peer feedback experiences. Some of the others highlighted ex-
pert or practitioner feedback to students. And still other activities threw
the human out of the feedback loop altogether and had the system or
machine evaluate and respond to student submissions. In such situa-
tions, learners interact with the online content instead of with peers, ex-
perts, or instructors.

All these forms of interaction—learner-learner, learner-instructor, and
learner-content interaction—are based on decades of distance educa-
tion theory (Moore, 1989). In 1998, Soo and Bonk (1998) introduced
the idea of learner-self interaction. This type of interaction refers to a
learner’s personal reflection on the learning-related content, the learn-
ing process, and her personal understanding. In learner-self interaction,
there is an inner dialogue about the ongoing learning process. The
learner constantly rethinks and reframes her understanding of the con-
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tent through an inner dialogue. With enough learner-self interaction ac-
tivities, the learner can develop self-regulated learning skills and become
a self-directed and independent learner.

Learner-self interaction can be fostered in many ways. First, the online
course or experience might have self-check and reflection questions
embedded at key points in the process. In a business management class
at MIT on Generating Business Value from Information Technology
(MIT, 2011), students are given discussion question such as:

® Describe UPS and its business environment, and,
* Critique UPS’s strategy for online business and its business model.

These discussion questions, found at the MIT OpenCourseWare site,
though excellent for spurring class discussion and reflection, might be
reshaped for learner-self interaction as follows:

* What did you learn about UPS and its business environment from the
case that was presented? Ask yourself: What did I fail to learn? What
other types of information resources would have helped me learn
more? How might I have acquired such resources?

* Think about what you have learned about online commerce and the
business models of other companies. Write down some key principles
that seem to work. Then critique the online business approach and
model used by UPS.

This is just one example of learner-self interaction types of questions.
Instead of such open-ended queries, learners might simply respond to a
checklist of skills and competencies to indicate if they have acquired
them or not. Learner could submit their responses individually in an
online form after which they could read their peers’ responses. Addi-
tional reflection papers or activities could wrap around such a submis-
sion process. Other options could have students personally reflect in a
wiki that accumulates all student posts, or require them to individually
reflect on their learning progress (or on a set of questions like those in
the MIT example) in a blog. Yet another possibility would be to use a
threaded discussion forum for student reflections. Each student might
post a designated thread.

Skills and Objectives. Includes personal reflection, review concepts
learned, concept attainment, comprehension and application skills, the
development of self-regulatory and metacognition skills, and personal
awareness and feedback. The key is for students to take time out and
think about their learning journey. Feedback is drawn from within in-
stead of outside.

Advice and Ideas. In some ways, this might be a novel activity for
learners. If it is, be sure to provide examples from previous semesters or
versions of the course if available. Keep in mind that students are often
highly critical of their own work. As a result, some of them may need
timely doses of encouragement and advice after reflecting on the skills
that they learned. In addition, consider looking for common themes
across the student self-reflection posts and list them.
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Final

If unique online forms or reflection templates are created, you could re-
use such forms in later semesters or versions of the course. A vast sys-
tem of reflection activities could be embedded into the course to foster
student self-directed learning and reflection.

Variations and Extensions. Instructors could weave several learner-self
interactions in a series of activities, followed by individual summary re-
flection papers that are shared with a critical friend or learning partner.
The two individuals could also reflect on differences in their learning
approaches as well as the results.

Key Instructional Considerations

Risk index: Low

Time index: Medium

Cost index: Low

Learner-centered index: High

Duration of the learning activity: As needed

Reflections on Encouragement

In building on Chapter Four’s emphasis on the creation of a safe and
engaging online climate for learning, this chapter highlights the forms
and types of feedback and encouragement that can communicate to
online learners that they are on the happy road to success. As indicated,
there are many types of instructional supports or scaffolds that can be
embedded into fully online and blended courses to elevate learner moti-
vation as well as the learning outcomes. When this occurs, course satis-
faction and completion rises, as does overall program completion.

The 10 activities highlighted here showcase the assorted ways in which
feedback occurs and the numerous dimensions of feedback that must be
considered. In addition to instructor feedback, many online instructors
now embed peer-related feedback like critical friend or Web buddy ac-
tivities in their courses. Others utilize system and outside expert feed-
back. And still others embed opportunities for self-feedback and
reflection. No matter the setting or the instructor’s experience, each
type of feedback has merits and should be considered when designing
and implementing an online course experience.

As suggested regarding the ideas related to tone and climate in the pre-
vious chapter, we encourage you to find encouragement and feedback
mechanisms that work for your situation. You know your course goals,
materials, and audience best. You might decide to merge expert feed-
back with your own. Or perhaps you will choose to incorporate system
feedback for certain tasks, weeks of the course, or milestone markers.
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For some of you, the ideas of this chapter will save you time as you re-
think your feedback strategies. After testing some of them out, be sure
to share those that work well with your colleagues and ask for their
tfeedback. Also consider expanding on the suggestion box idea in Activi-
ty 13 to solicit formative and summative feedback from your own stu-
dents. Effective feedback need not be just “for” the learners, it can also
be “from” them.

Keep experimenting with these ideas and then go beyond them. To do
this, we suggest you read other books and materials or attend confer-
ences. Those who feel adventurous can browse the Web for examples of
instructional supports and feedback mechanisms. From that browsing,
such individuals can also get a sense of how other online instructors en-
courage and support student course success. If you find something of
interest online, ask the developer how he responds to student needs.
What types of rewards does he use? Have any of your colleagues created
a job aid or online tutorial that you might use in your own courses?

You need not create a feedback system from scratch. Open educational
resources can be mined for feedback and support ideas. Those in higher
education should look for online course resources posted to MERLOT,
Connexions, or the Open Educational Resources Commons. If you are
at the K-12 level, we recommend that you try out resources at Curriki
as well as Connexions. Tired? There is also much in the OpenCourse-
Ware project from MIT, the National Repository of Online Courses
(NROC), and Jorum (from the United Kingdom). See the course Web
resources at the end of this book.

If you have decided that peer-based feedback will be a key part of your
feedback system, you must train your students to do this properly. They
should not just randomly comment on fellow student work. Once in
place, feedback can have a significant impact on the amount of work
you face. If the rubric clearly specifies the assessment criteria and stand-
ards (Conrad & Donaldson, 2004), students will be well-armed assis-
tants. And when their feedback is combined with instructor and system
feedback, there are many valuable opportunities for student reflection
and improvement.

The forms of encouragement, feedback, and overall support will vary
depending on whether the activity is synchronous or asynchronous. In
synchronous situations, students can immediately ask for clarification
and elaboration on points made. At the same time, in many systems,
once the synchronous session ends, the feedback vanishes. Instructors
relying on synchronous activities should inquire about ways to archive
sessions and make them available for later viewing. We have found that
placing links to each synchronous session in the resources section of our
course management system or class wiki is sufficient. In asynchronous
forums, feedback may extend over several days or weeks, resulting in
more opportunities for highly reflective feedback. However, the amount
and timing of that feedback must be considered. If the student never
reads it, it does no good.
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As we draw to a close on the second component of TEC-VARIETY, we
should remind the reader that Web-based instruction is relatively new.
More innovative forms of learner support and feedback will undoubted-
ly emerge during the coming decade. Already we see this happening
with social networking technology currently entering the academic
world. Remember, too, that as stated in the opening section of this
chapter, students want feedback on everything they do. Given this, we
could easily make the case that encouragement, responsiveness, and
feedback is the most important component of the TEC-VARIETY
framework. Without effective feedback and support components in
place, most students will flounder online just like Patti Smith would
likely flop on stage without her adoring fans encouraging her.

It is now time, however, to explore the third component of TEC-
VARIETY related to fostering student curiosity. Those curious about
the contents of Chapter Six need only turn the page.
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CHAPTER SIX

PRINCIPLE #3: CURIOSITY

(includes Surprise, Intrigue, and Unknowns)

We keep moving forward, opening new doors,
and doing new things, because we're curious
and curiosity keeps leading us down new paths.

—Walt Disney

The first two principles of the TEC-VARIETY framework lay the
groundwork for a high-quality course. First, you want learners to feel
comfortable in the online course or training experience (Chapter Four,
Principle #1). Second, you want to provide feedback, encouragement,
and timely support for what they are learning (Chapter Five, Principle
#2). While those first two principles are vital for student motivation, the
third component of the TEC-VARIETY framework is essential for most
courses and learning situations. Curiosity is said to have killed the cat,
but it is the spark of life for tens of thousands of learning situations tak-
ing place around the globe as you are reading this very page. In some
ways, curiosity is what learners live for.

Our microbiologist friend, Brian J. Ford from Cambridge University,
cautioned us against mentioning that old cat saying. When we spoke
with him, Brian argued that “curiosity is actually the driver for humani-
ty, the creator of society, the bearer of wisdom.” He then took note of
our book title and added, “The point about the Web (and e-learning ac-
cess) is that it offers a way for people to satisfy their innate curiosity, ir-
respective of where or whom they are.”

Brian was spot on as usual. Curiosity arouses human interest in pursu-
ing some intriguing piece of information or kernel of knowledge and
the Web is filled with enticing resources and learning nuggets that can
spark it. The satisfaction of our curiosity, temporary as it may be, brings
deep-rooted pleasure to our lives. As Noble Prize-winning American
chemist and peace activist Linus Pauling put it, “Satisfaction of one’s cu-
riosity is one of the greatest sources of happiness in life.” If Pauling is
right, this third component of the TEC-VARIETY model may be the
most vital of them all.
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Clearly, scientists, inventors, and world leaders recognize the im-
portance of curiosity and inquisitiveness. What about educators and
psychologists? In his 1996 book, Motivating Others: Nurturing Inner
Motivational Resources, Johnmarshall Reeve proclaims that “Curiosity
is a cognitively based emotion that occurs whenever a student perceives
a gap in his or her knowledge” (p. 158). That sense of bewilderment or
“gapness” nudges the learner into finding out more information. There
is something intriguing about the content. Some unknown or missing
piece of information that must be filled in.

Curiosity need not mean enjoyment. Steven Reiis (2004) contends that
notions of intrinsic enjoyment exaggerate the importance of pleasure in
motivation. He rightfully points out that highly curious people desire
knowledge so much that they will overcome momentous challenges
along the way, including a series of failures, extensive criticism, personal
tension, and many forms of frustration. Still they march on to seek new
information or some sense of learning accomplishment. People desire
competence. This is universal.

Curiosity is internal. It is not some external coercion tactic. There are
no carrots and sticks. Instead, there is a felt discrepancy between the
knowledge that a learner possesses and that which he needs or desires to
complete a task or gain a new competency or skill. There might also be a
sense of wonder or suspense about something not previously known.

According to Paul Pintrich and Dale Schunk (1996), the discrepancies
between the new information and what learners already know must be
modest; large discrepancies are rapidly dismissed as highly implausible.
Using Piaget’s terminology, significantly different information is too
difficult to assimilate or accommodate within our existing mental struc-
tures (Piaget, 1963). When a person, let’s call her Rosie, expects some-
thing to happen but another event occurs, she enters a state of cognitive
disequilibrium (Piaget, 1969). From there, curiosity and wonder are
roused to life. Rosie may feel that her present state of knowledge is inad-
equate. At the same time, she is aware that she has the capability to learn
more and overcome it. Such situations help bring Rosie to an optimal
state of arousal for exploring her surrounding environment for the an-
swer. And explore she does.

For decades now, researchers and educators interested in applying as-
pects of Piaget’s theories of cognitive development to the classroom
have relied on emerging technologies to exemplify certain principles in
action. In particular, Piaget’s ideas related to how learners construct and
internalize new knowledge (Pea, Kurland, & Hawkins, 1985). Remem-
ber back to Chapter Three, which referred to the allure of gaming as re-
searched by Thomas Malone at the beginning of the personal computer
era. He noted the motivational appeal of hidden or secret information,
uncertain events and outcomes, and event randomness. In a game, we
do not truly know the winner until the end. In real life, elements of sur-
prise as well as strange, novel events can challenge our thinking and
force the evaluation of inconsistencies in personal mental structures.
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This sense of challenge to fill in the gaps creates an intrinsic need to
push ahead and learn more in order to succeed at the task.

The instructor who wishes to spur learner curiosity and some sense of
unknown has many techniques at his disposal. He can throw out ques-
tions that do not have clear answers at the present time (Stipek, 1998).
For example, “If we are in the age of the Web 2.0, what will the Web 5.0
look like?” Instruction can also start with questions and hypotheses that
students might want to raise (Brophy, 1998). The instructor can also ask
his students to converse about their views, and during the discussion, he
can incorporate different forms of media to illustrate unexpected re-
sults. As errors in their thinking become obvious, students will seek
more information. As illustrated in the Rosie story, Piaget referred to
this as being in a state of disequilibrium (Reeve, 1996). Such cognitive
conflict or dissonance can be unnerving at times; however, when events
violate expected standards or norms, interest is aroused and this often
leads to extended learning quests for additional information and an-
swers.

Curiosity might be cultivated with highly open-ended tasks with many
possible learning paths. For example, instructors might insert open
weeks in the schedule, thereby allowing learners to select their content
for the week. Exploring ideas beyond those presented by the instructor
or course resources will expand viewpoints that the class can access. In
addition, guest speakers might be invited to present in a synchronous
session followed by an asynchronous reflection in a class discussion fo-
rum. Students may search for further information that the guest has dis-
cussed. Yet another idea for fostering curiosity would be to arrange for
learners to be mentored electronically by peers and practitioners
throughout the semester. With this assembly of diverse views, students
will perceive inconsistencies in their thinking and find themselves in a
state of cognitive dissonance—a situation which is ripe for curiosity and
learning to flourish.

Technologies for Principle #3:
Curiosity

Web-based technology can foster curiosity and a sense of the surprise,
intrigue, and the unknown. There is quick hyperlinking from infor-
mation node to information node. The thoughtful combination of audio
and video streaming can stimulate the senses, and thus enhance learner
curjosity. Examples of how Web technology can spur curiosity include
instant messaging with peers in Facebook, scanning daily events in Ya-
hoo! News, searching for current research in Google Scholar, online
brainstorming in a wiki, listening to an author explain the premise of a
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newly released book in a podcast, glancing through questions posted by
the instructor to a discussion forum, and reading blog posts of a re-
search team after they have made an exciting new discovery. Such tech-
nology resources are increasingly common and can be quickly
embedded in fully online and blended learning experiences.

There is much that an instructor can do today to maximize the curiosity
principle. She might design a website portal for someone famous in his-
tory. The site could be loaded with information nuggets in the form of
quotes, digital news clippings, and stories that may not have been heard
before. Alternatively, such intrigue might be provided by a mystery
guest in an upcoming online chat or Webinar. During the chat, the
guest expert could sprinkle in facts and stories that are interesting but
not common knowledge. Yet another technology tool for fostering curi-
osity and intrigue is to assign students to watch a live event somewhere
around the world via a Web stream. For example, in a European history
class, students may have watched the royal wedding of William and
Kate on April 29, 2011, as it took place live on BBC News or CNN In-
ternational. Alternatively, they might view it later in archived footage
found while exploring the Royal Channel in YouTube.

Students could be pushed into dissonance or disequilibrium in online
discussion forums. To prepare for these forums, instructors would as-
sign them to particular perspectives or sides of a debate. As part of such
an activity, they would be asked to propose and agree to a compromise
position. When properly structured, online forums engage students
with the voices and opinions that make up their particular class. Such
voices will often ring out even when the class size reaches into the thou-
sands or even tens of thousands of participants in a massive open online
course (MOOC). In a MOOC, course participants can also be part of a
world community discussing a controversial comment or an event in
the news and their respective perspectives on it. Everyone reading that
post or the associated news story undoubtedly would have an opinion to
share.

The argument could be made that nearly everything that appears in the
news each day can be used to spur dissonance and learner quests to
know more. Some events are, of course, more heated than others. But
any situation can arouse sadness, happiness, or other emotions in stu-
dents. A view into the day in the life of a scientist, writer, or historian is
now possible with videostreams of the news, audio files from a podcast
series, live feeds from Twitter, interviews posted to a blog, and so on.
Live science can stream to learner mobile devices and desktops from
anywhere in the world. And when a Webcam can directly bring into
your class a well-known scholar or team of researchers—who during the
previous week announced an astounding discovery—many highly
memorable learning activities are possible. Each time you turn on that
Webcam, perspectives are shared, the relevancy of new findings can be
explained, and intriguing questions for the future can be posed and dis-
cussed.
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Questions and activities can wrap around each of the technology tools
and ideas we have mentioned in ways that engage and arouse student
learning. Perhaps the ideas of this chapter can unveil new ways to de-
sign learning environments that contain heavy doses of suspense, timely
elements of surprise, and extended learning quests into the unknown.

Ten Online Activities in
Principle #3: Curiosity

The information-intense world in which we live is filled with points of
wonder and delight. Those teaching and learning online can tap into
such wonder and delight on a daily basis. If you are a curiosity junkie,
there is a fix awaiting your every keystroke or finger swipe. Many of us
were born in the days of physical encyclopedias that often required us to
borrow from a neighbor or hike to the local library to look up a fact or
two. Today, there is much to quench our thirst for knowledge in the
Web of Learning. We live in an age of fingertip knowledge, an age that
we will someday come to call “The Learning Century.”

Unlimited online resources and novel technologies are only part of the
greater learning equation. In fact, Reeve (1996) cautions that effective
instructors must also rely on deft pedagogical skill to raise learners’ cu-
riosity to an optimal level. For instance, instructors can foster suspense
by leaving key pieces of information missing while presenting sketchy
but enticing preview information, as is standard practice in any news-
cast before breaking for commercials. An instructor might also design
games involving some form of guessing or predictions that have prompt
teedback on the correctness of the guess. Whodunit mysteries, contro-
versial issues and debates, and responding with contradictions to indi-
vidual guesses and solutions all energize the learner to find additional
information.

With proper course planning, we would have to wonder how someone
would not be curious to know more in this age of information abun-
dance. This third principle of the TEC-VARIETY framework is the
starter fuel for many of the others described in this book—just as it is
for most any activity you hear about at conferences or read in reports.
As with any motivational principle, curiosity is hard to bottle up, or
constrain to a single chapter. You will find much to attract and engage
learner attention throughout this book. Arousing curiosity, in fact, is
part of the intent of the TEC-VARIETY framework itself.
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Activity 21. Online Events in the News

Description and Purpose of Activity. It is likely that news of the day
has been woven into learning for millennia, whether we were sharing
information on how to fashion some type of stone tools, design a clay
pot, or prepare a meal of fish, vegetables, roots, and nuts. News is en-
gaging as it typically provides some unique piece of information that
had not been known previously. And stories are easy to recall, put to
use, and share with others.

You can likely find several news items relevant to your class each day.
Not all of them will spark intense learner curiosity, but with some crea-
tive pedagogy most will. What if you were in the following three situa-
tions?

You are an online instructor for a paleontology course in the fall
of 2009 when a miniature version of a Tyrannosaurus Rex is re-
ported. It was originally unearthed in northeastern in China but
secretly and unlawfully found its way to the United States. The ti-
ny T. Rex disrupts much of the facts and theory related to the evo-
lution of what we know about the gigantic version (Fountain,
2009). The controversy about how the mini prototype Tyranno-
saurus got out of China in the first place might spark discussion
and debate about ethics in the field paleontology and related dis-
ciplines.

You are a retired general assisting in a course on military leader-
ship or tactical maneuver training during the spring of 2011. On
May 1, 2011, Osama bin Laden is killed in a firefight with U.S.
Special Operations Forces (CBS News, 2011). In a few simple
Google searches you find extensive vi