How we designed an online distance learning course to sustain an active community of learners
By Tom Buckley, Ann Grand, Erik Stengler and Clare Wilkinson

Learning online is sometimes pigeonholed as purely self-directed and somewhat lonely; only really appropriate for a passive
student, at a distance, getting to grips with highly-theoretical subject matter.

We have run two iterations of our course: ‘Science communication: people, projects, events’ which is an online-only short course
for people interested in developing skills and understanding in science communication. In designing our online course, we wanted
to adhere to good practice in teaching and learning. We wanted our participants to be active in their learning and be able to
create and share experience and knowledge that could be applied directly to their practice.

The course had very busy discussion boards alongside other online activities. The amount of traffic on these discussion boards
was very surprising and the students were very positive about their experiences learning online at UWE.
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“having feedback [in the forums] from the tutors was great and the interactions with the other participants were also great”

“I really liked the feedback that was made available for the project wiki and the discussion between other participants was really
useful. It felt valuable to have so much input and I really learnt a lot.”

We think the following principles were important in making our course such a vibrant community.

Unit 1: Forum

5 . C LI C K H E RE to e nte r U n it 1 Fo ruams |f2 this. activity we would like you to spend some time ehgfﬁ;ng;?uc:‘smf;\;ﬂ\gith your

llow participants through an online Blackboard forum
hout the week that this Unit i i

roug 1
during that period, so select a few slots of time that are suitable to your time zone and
mmitments

FO ru m ( 1 h o u r ) col m This activity should take around 1 hour and is compulsory.
Discussion Threads

In this activity we would like you to spend some time engaging in diSCUSSION WIth Y OUI aksers o pomotsecison ot you con oo addvous aw e o st new weads s
through an online Blackboard forum. The Forum will be live throughout the week that ﬁﬁ‘%@i"youfﬁ”ﬁﬂ‘{é!i5,"}22‘2Zi"fn;'Y,Z“;,"?Y?Eﬂi?;‘:ﬁ;‘,if;‘;“ﬁi’t‘m el bt 10
You can add your comments at any time during that period, so select a few slots of tin
to your time zone and commitments. This activity should take around 1 hour and is cq™= e

The guide to using this forum can be found here

Fg 1. Example of signposting of resources Flg 2. Examples of other online activities

and scaffolding of activities p—
Don't make them guess what is expected Make diverse activities that build on each other
. Make it easy to engage  Discussion should be part of a wider strategy of active learning
. Tell them how to engage  Ensure synchronous and asynchronous activities complement each
. Remove all barriers to joining in other
*  Give them something to talk about or do «  Employ different tools that align with what you want them to learn
Give them something to log-in for Staff need planning and support to be effective
. Provide incentives to get people in the talking mood * Plan for and resource facilitation
. Invest time In introductions and community building o Get a team-wide collective agreement on how to proceed
. Keep the conversation going by responding often. * Look to rotate your squad so no one is overburdened or overexposed
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Fig 3. Profile writing and photo wall as orientation projects.
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