InterActivities for Promoting Interactivity 

and the Development of Learning Communities

	Overview
	There are a number of specific activities for promoting interactivity, active participation and the development of a community of learners in distance settings. Based, in part, on work produced by Harris (1994) the activities have been dividing into 3 basic categories, including:

(1)
Information gathering;

(2)
Information sharing; and

(3)
Collaborative Learning & Problem Solving

During information gathering, students search for, access, interpret and organize information from external sources. Students exchange information with each other and with the instructor in information sharing activities, and during collaborative problem-solving, students at various sites work together to solve common problems. The three categories are not necessarily mutually exclusive. The framework was created to help organize the strategies and facilitate the instructional design process.

During information gathering activities, students search for, collect, compile, and interpret information obtained from different sources. Information can range from scientific and demographic data to folktales, jokes, and slang words. The following activities are included in this category.



	Information

Searches
	Information Searches. Students are provided with clues or specific questions/directions and must use different resources (e.g., on-line databases, teachers, students, textbooks, journals) to obtain the information. These activities are usually followed by some type of report. Examples include:

· In Wayland, Massachusetts, high school students have researched Agent Orange, Gene Therapy, and Supernovas (Roberts, Blakeslee, Brown, & Lenk, 1990).



	Electronic

Appearances
	Electronic Appearances. Special guests can correspond with students either by e-mail or a chat feature that allows real-time communication. The focus of this activity is usually information exchange with subject matter experts who may not be available in person because of time, money, or geographic constraints. An example of this is the following project.

•
In an electronic meeting, Nobel Laureate Dr. Paul Berg visited with high school students from many different states, provinces, and countries. The topic was on gene splicing, a field in which Dr. Berg is a principal pioneer (Harris, 1994).



	Electronic

Mentoring
	Electronic Mentoring. Subject-matter experts can serve as electronic mentors to students wanting to explore specific topics. Students can also mentor other students. The focus of this strategies is also information exchange on an on-going basis using either e-mail or a chat feature. Examples of this include the following projects.

•
Spotlight on People, part of Cleveland Freenet's Academy One project, helps students communicated with leaders, inventors, and other professionals (Harris, 1994).



	Electronic

Publishing
	Electronic Publishing. Information in the form of articles and research are collected and published electronically. Many students can also work on the same piece, rather than individual pieces. Examples of this include the following projects.

•
De Orilla a Orilla (From Shore to Shore) was a project that linked students of the same nationality but living in different parts of the world.  The goal was to publish a joint newspaper and a book of Spanish proverbs (Roberts, et. al., 1990).

•
On the NEWSDAY news wire, students produce a newspaper based on the articles submitted by other student correspondents (Harris, 1994).



	Database

Creation
	Database Creation. Some information gathering activities involve collecting and organizing the information into databases that participants and other students can use for study. 



	Information

Sharing Strategies
	Information sharing is the most popular type of educational telecommunication activity. Individuals can communicate with individuals and groups, and groups can communicate with groups. These activities can be used in almost every subject, including language arts, bilingual education, social studies, foreign language, and computer science. Included in this category are:



	Synchronous/

Asynchronous

Discussion Groups
	Instructor, Student, and Team-led Directed Discussions

Using chats rooms for synchronous discussion (real time) and Discussion Boards for asynchronous discussion, instructors can request students respond to specific questions and topics, open the discussion for questions, ask individual students and teams to lead discussion.



	Other  Information

Sharing Strategies

(Cyrs & Smith, 1992)
	Brainstorming. Creative thinking, free association of ideas.

Panel Discussion. Limited presentation followed by questions and answers.

Site Surveys. On site poll of opinions/values; results tallied; responses discussed.

Student Generated Questions. student questions listed at beginning of class, answered as class progresses.



	Collaborative Problem

Solving Strategies
	In collaborative problem solving, students research, discuss, and solve realistic problems. Although this is one of the least used activities, it is one of the best uses of distance education resources. Students can study problems ranging from world-hunger to air pollution and discuss ways of solving these.  They can search the Internet and other resources to share information sources.



	Simulations
	Simulations. Local, state, national and international events and issues are simulated by participating classrooms. This type of activity requires the most coordination and maintenance because it involves creating electronically the a mock-up of the event (Harris, 1994). 

· Two exercises available through the Interactive Computer Simulations, developed by the University of Michigan School of Education, are about the Arab-Israeli conflict and the American Constitution (Roberts, 1990).

· Simulations and practice activities can vary in contextual authenticity and cognitive authenticity.  Of the two, cognitive authenticity is more critical for transfer of knowledge. (Tobias & Fletcher, eds., 2000)
· As theatre calls upon the audience’s imagination to make the sets real, so do simulations with minimalist context succeed in creating a credible world for the learner. (Pappo, 1998)
· Business courses make use of different “off the shelf” simulations for teamwork.  These simulations vary greatly.  Some rely mostly on text, others use multimedia for creating contextual authenticity.


	Social Action

Plans
	Social Action Plans. Students participate in meaningful social action projects in which they have primary responsibility for learning about and helping to tackle global issues of critical importance. 

•
"Feeding the Billions" was an interdisciplinary project designed by language arts teachers, social studies teachers, and the library media person at the Thurston Junior High School in Westwood, Massachusetts. It attempts to help students understand the problem of hunger in third world countries (Roberts, 1990).

•
In the Global Thinking Project, students from the United States and Russia worked together to investigate problems of global importance (Hassard & Weisburg, 1992).



	Other Collaborative Information Processing

Strategies

	Games. Competition can be between sites or students

Debates. Moderated, organized, civil argument; discussion may follow.



	Overview
	Based on a wide range of literature on learning and instruction, Bonk and Reynolds (1997) posit a number of activities that may be facilitated over the WWW to promote student-centered learning that are grouped into three categories:

· Critical Thinking Activities;

· Creative Thinking Activities; and

· Cooperative Learning Activities



	Critical Thinking 
Activities
	Graphic Organizers. Ask students to analyze and create graphic representations of information, such as flowcharts, models, concept maps, Venn diagrams, and decision-making tress.

Voting or Ranking Methods, Nominal Group Process. Ask students to analyze, categorize and rank ideas based on a goal directed task.

Plus, Minus, Interesting (PMI) (de Bono, 1994). Ask students to record positives, negatives and interesting aspects of readings.

Reflections, Journal Entries, Think Sheets. Ask students to reflect on a particular incident and write about it.

Papers and Projects:  Students write papers and complete projects and present to whole class or team members on the Web.  Students practice evaluation by developing and applying rubrics to judge quality of papers and projects.

K-W-L (de Bono, 1994). Ask students what they know about a particular topic, what they want to know about the topic and what they learned about the topic after researching it.

Summaries. As students to prepare summaries, abstracts, reviews and outlines of a particular topic or reading(s).

Critiques. Ask students to write critiques, rebuttals, replies, and rejoinders about something they read.

Pros and Cons. Ask students to write the pros and cons with a particular topic and participate in mock trials or debates.

Case-Based Reasoning. Present students with a case and ask students to respond to a series of related questions.

Categorizations. Ask students to classify concepts and readings into a coherent organizational framework, scheme or matrix.



	Creative Thinking Activities


	Brainstorming. Ask students to brainstorm a particular topic, focusing on quantity and divergent ideas without evaluating the quality of the idea(s).

Role Playing. Ask students to discuss a topic, assigning each to a particular role (e.g., summarizer, judge, connector, mentor, warrior, mediator, inventor, watchdog, debator, improver, commentator, idea squelcher, idea generator, questioner, devil’s advocate, optimist).

What ifs. Given a scenario, ask students to complete what if or just suppose statements, or to rearrange the facts.

Free Writing. Given a particular concept, topic, presentation, reading, etc., ask students to write down the first things that enter their mind without evaluating the quality and/or appropriateness of the thought(s).

Idea-Spurring Questions, Checklists or Cards (Davis, 1992). Given a particular topic or body of information, ask students to respond to a series of questions, such as: what can you do to improve it? What can you add? What can you delete? Modify? Combine? Make bigger? Make smaller? Reverse? Rearrange? Minimize? Etc.

Semantic Maps. Given a phrase, concept or idea, ask students to create a semantic web or map, by making free associations, links and chains.




	Cooperative Learning Activities
	Partner Activities. Given a goal directed task, ask students to work with a partner to share, check work, review, discuss, think, edit, conference, interview, tell and retell.

Asynchronous Discussions. Presented with a topic, ask students to post comments or questions, as well as to respond to other postings. Ask someone to summarize various discussions or threads.

Synchronous Discussions. Presented with a topic, ask students to prepare for, actively participate, and summarize real-time interactions.

Structured Controversy (Johnson & Johnson, 1992). Assigned students to pro and con sides of a debate. Conduct the debate and after a week, reverse the roles. Finally, ask the group to prepare a consensus paper.

Group Investigation, Jigsaw (Kagan, 1992). Divide a topic into several levels (e.g., school restructuring into elementary, middle, high school and college levels). Assign small groups to each level and ask each individual to select, research and become an expert on a particular minitopic within the assigned level. Combine minitopics into a group product.

Reciprocal Teaching (Palinscar, 1989)

One variation of this concept is that teams pick a topic related to course content.  They research it and present it to another team.  The receiving team asks questions and dialogue follows.  In a Web-based class, students can direct the team they are teaching to appropriate supporting Web sites.




(Most of this research is presented courtesy of Dr. Atsusi Hirumi.  Some editing was done; some entries added from my research. Dr. Hirumi’s entire document can be viewed at: http://courses.cl.uh.edu:8900/SCRIPT/INST5333b/scripts/serve_home)

