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Aims and overview
Engaging students in online learning is critical for success. In this episode, we examine strategies for improving
engagement and motivation in online learning environments. Issues such as effective facilitation, creating
learning communities, strategies for motivating students, and encouraging and sustaining participation are
discussed from a variety of viewpoints.
Written by Simon McIntyre

“...the notion of teacher presence in an online environment
is absolutely critical.” (Associate Professor Emma Robertson)

“If you share, you learn more. You get different views.” (Student)

“One important thing about engineering momentum,
is establishing ground rules...” (Chris Mitchell)

For updates follow COFA Online on:

Engaging and motivating students

Strategies for motivating students and sustaining participation and engagement
To truly motivate students in their learning, it is important that in your role as a teacher, you create engaging
online learning situations through careful consideration of both social interaction and pedagogical design
(refer to the episode ‘Planning your online class’). Levels of participation can naturally ebb and flow over the
duration of a class as students deal with other deadlines, work and personal commitments. However falling
levels of engagement within a class usually indicate a poorly structured or irrelevant online curriculum, or
can be a reflection of your own levels of engagement with the students.

Building initial momentum
- Establish clear ground rules: Clearly state your expectations of student participation from the outset.
Students may never have learnt online before, or may not have an understanding of what constitutes a
satisfactory level of participation or contribution. A participation rubric that describing different standards
of participation may be useful. It is also a good idea to let students know how often they can expect you to
be participating, and what type of feedback they can expect along the way
- Explain at the outset why you are using online technologies the way you are in the class: Outline
what the benefits are, and exactly how using the technology will enable students to achieve their learning
outcomes. This makes the interactions transparent and gives the students confidence in that what they are
doing is worthwhile, and relevant to their learning
- Be the ‘guide on the side’: Don’t dominate discussions, but be available to help steer collaboration and
discussion as a facilitator. It is important that students don’t come to rely on you as the single source of their
learning, but rather someone who guides and informs their learning
- Acknowledge student contributions: Students can be greatly motivated when they can see that their
contributions are of relevance and interest others. Encourage students to comment on each other’s
contributions, and make a special effort every now and then to summarise the thread of the discussion so
far, and how it relates to the larger context of the class learning outcomes. Publicly praising those amongst
the group who make good contributions is a clear message that you acknowledge and value your students’
conscientious efforts
- Timely feedback is critically important: Students value feedback on their progress. The more involved
you are in giving this feedback, the more secure a student feels about their learning and the contributions
they make. It is important to answer questions as quickly as possible, and to get feedback to students as
soon as possible after an assessment so that they can reflect on your comments before progressing
- Provide adequate levels of technical support: Don’t take it for granted that all students have the same
level of technical competency or digital literacy. Providing adequate resources, support and promptly
answering questions can help overcome difficulties or feelings of intimidation
- For students who are not contributing satisfactorily: If students are not participating, try contacting
them privately rather than ‘naming and shaming’ in the larger community. See if there is any reason
preventing their participation, and if you can offer any support to facilitate greater participation. Be
constructive, but it is important to also remind them of the need for active participation, and outline any
penalties for a continued lack of participation
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Maintaining participation and engagement
- Participation must be relevant, meaningful, and an integral part of the students’ learning process:
Students are busy people too. If an online activity is not directly supporting to an assessment task, or the
student cannot see any useful purpose, they will usually not participate. Design all activities such that they
are constructively aligned to your class learning outcomes, assessments, and online community building.
For example, a useful online discussion can be used as a way of students constructing criteria with which to
complete and then peer review an assessment
- Participation can be tied to assessment: Meaningful participation could counts towards a percentage of
a student’s final mark. However rather than giving a mark for participation, it is useful to define this as the
value of contributions made to the learning of the class, and set clear criteria for how this will be assessed.
For example, regularity of contributions, depth of analysis and synthesis of the topic, constructive criticism
or reference to other students’ posts, etc
- Help students understand how to best manage their time online: By helping students to understand
that smaller but more frequent amounts of time spent online can actually help maintain momentum,
participation can become more manageable and enjoyable (see the episode ‘Managing your time when
teaching online’ for more information)
- Deal with problems or animosity quickly and openly: As with class, there may occasionally be
misunderstandings, arguments, or even bullying amongst students. Make sure that you have procedures or
policies in place for dealing with this, and that students are aware of them at the start of the class. Time is of
the essence when resolving such issues, as they can quickly de-motivate students from participating

The importance of teacher presence
Your presence as the teacher in an online learning environment is crucial. Students need to feel that the
teacher is present, listening and contributing to their learning through feedback, validation of ideas,
constructive criticism and class management. Consider the following:
- Teacher presence can be achieved effectively in a variety of ways: Leading by example, well structured
lesson plans, participating in discussions, giving feedback, and responding to questions in a timely manner
- Your presence is motivational: If students notice your absence for an extended period of time, they may
feel that you regard that their activities or contributions as unimportant. This can have a de-motivating
effect which can substantially reduce levels of participation
- Don’t be afraid to show your personality online: Allowing your own personality to show in your
contributions is a good way to enable students to see you as a ‘real’ person rather than an entity behind a
screen. This can help you become more approachable and makes it easier for students to relate and interact
with you.
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Creating a learning community
Learning online has the potential to be an isolating experience if the class is not prepared and facilitated
correctly. The development of an online learning community however, can help make the experience
rewarding and inclusive. The strength of such a community is that students have an opportunity to share
knowledge and support each other, and reflect upon their learning with peers. An active online community
can also help to build communication and collaboration skills, which are becoming increasingly important in
a digitally networked world, where communicating electronically is commonplace.
Because they are not bound to set classes on a campus, online communities can offer more time to explore
higher levels of discussion and idea sharing, and enable each student in the class the chance to contribute
to a discussion equally. Similarly, some students who may have confidence issues in a face-to-face classroom
because of language issues or shyness tend to participate more because they have time to adequately
compose their thoughts before making a contribution. The following points may be useful in helping you
establish a learning community online:
- Use online technologies appropriately to improve communication: Become familiar with the online
technologies students may already use in their day to day lives (such as Blogging, Twitter, Wikis etc). This will
enable you to better understand the benefits and limitations, and to determine whether tapping into these
existing conventions could be beneficial in developing and sustaining the community
- Socialisation is important: Allowing students freedom and space to build personal relationships can help
improve engagement and foster the building of trust that is necessary for effective collaboration. Create
places online (such as discussion threads, blogs etc) where students can talk about non-class related topics
- An online learning community is democratic: Everyone has a say in how the community works.
Embracing this and giving the students the opportunity to collectively shape their own learning can be an
effective method of increasing commitment to the group
- Construct knowledge collectively: Through carefully planned activities and assessments, students can
share and build upon existing knowledge and skills. Designing learning activities that encourage students
to interact with others is a good way to facilities this. Ice breakers where students introduce themselves and
describe their interests and goals, peer review, team work, discussions etc are some examples
- Pace the learning to keep students in sync: The momentum of learning within the class must be kept in
sync with the larger cohort of students to encourage more effective collaborative learning. This can promote
a deeper exploration of concepts through collaboration, and reduce the tendency for students to simply ‘tick
the box’ by completing a whole range of tasks quickly independent of their peers.

Conclusion
This episode is designed to help you develop strategies to motivate and engage your students in online
learning. However, it is important to realise that maintaining this is usually the result of a combination of
several inter-related factors such as curriculum design, the design of assessment activities, the relevance
of the chosen technology, effective class and time management, as well as your own involvement in the
class. We strongly recommend that you spend time browsing other Learning to Teach Online episodes that
examine with these issues in more detail. If you have any comments, suggestions or strategies of your own
you would like to contribute, please log onto the Learning to Teach Online forum to offer your suggestions.
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